Euphorbiaceae: The Spurge Family

Members of the Euphorbiaceae are generally trees, shrubs, herbs or lianas and can often be xerophytic (adapted to live under very dry conditions).  Plants may be self-supporting or climbing and often have a milky or colored latex sap that can be irritating or toxic to human skin.  Leaves are extremely variable and well developed.  They may be minute to large or much reduced; usually alternate, sometimes opposite or whorled and nearly always have stipules, which are sometimes reduced to glands, branched hairs, scales or spines.  Leaves are usually simple but also can be palmately compound (never pinnately compound) with leaf blades entire, serrate or lobed and pinnately or palmately veined.  If a plant has leaves, the plant is usually a tree, herb or shrub, and when leafless it is usually a succulent plant with fleshy stems.  The leaf epidermis or outermost layer of the plant is sometimes covered with slimy mucilage. The leaf stomata are usually found on only one surface but sometimes may be on both.  Flowers are nearly always in cymose terminal or axillary inflorescence, or can be solitary.  They are regular and actinomorphic meaning they are radially symmetrical.  Flowers are usually small and inconspicuous sometimes with petals absent.  In some species they can be medium sized and showy and have involucral bracts or other appendages.  Some Euphorbiacea form of a highly specialized structure called a cyathium (occurs in about 15000 sp.), which is a type of inflorescence in which the reduced unisexual (imperfect) flowers are enclosed with or surrounded by a bracteate envelope.  The bracts appear as a cup-shaped petal structure, which may contain horseshoe-shaped glands on the rims with nectar and petaloid appendages.  Flies are attracted to the cyathia by the flat gland-platforms that produce copious nectar.  In its entirety, the structure resembles a single flower structure that may consist of a female flower with a distinctive 3-lobed ovary, a stalked ovary and branched stigmas surrounded by several male flowers each consisting of a single stamen.  The perianth, when present, has 5 free sepals that are valvate (meeting at edges) or imbricate (overlapping), 5 petals which are generally absent, or if present are free or united.  There can be 1 to 10 to many stamen (sometimes up to 1000), or 1 to 2 times as many as there are sepals.  Stamens are free from one another or may be united in varied ways, sometimes with branched filaments and are always fertile. Anthers are often dehiscing (breaking open) via longitudinal slits or along spores and turn freely and attached basally (basifixed).  Ovary is superior, 2-3 carpelled or rarely 4-30 carpelled, 2-3 locular and there are usually 1 or 2 pendulous ovules per locule.  There are usually as many styles as there are cells of the ovary.  Styles are free or basally united and often branched.  After fertilization, the female pedicle elongates and the fruit is pushed out above the gland platform.  The fruit is usually non-fleshy and a dehiscent schizocarp, meaning it is a fruit that splits between carpels into one-seeded portions or lobes, but occasionally can be indehiscent (not opening at maturity).  The endosperm is oily and fleshy and the embryo can be straight or bent with 2 cotyledons that are flat or folded.  Pollinators include flies, insects and wind.

The Euphorbiaceae is a very large family consisting of 300 genera and 8000 species which are extremely diverse.  They are found mostly in the tropics and sub-tropical regions and less in temperate regions.  They provide sources of medicine, food, paint rubber, dyes, timber and insecticides.  Euphorbiaceae is an important family for commercial derivatives of waxes, resins and rubber such as Hevea or Para Rubber from Hevea brasiliensis.  Castor oil (Ricinus comminus) is native to Africa and is cultivated in many tropical countries from which oil is derived from castor beans that is used in medicines as well as in the manufacture of lubricants, paints, and other industrial products. An important staple tropical crop, manioc (Manihot esculenta) provides a large tuberous root that is an excellent source of starch, also known as cassava and tapioca.  Many species are cultivated for ornamental use, especially from genus Euphorbia (poinsettia) that is one of largest nursery crops produced for the Christmas season.  Another popular ornamental species is Phyllanthus (Otaheite gooseberry).  Many species are extremely poisonous and are used for medicinal purposes, such as in purgatives.  The Tohono O’odham Indians of the southwest use Limberbush (Jatropha cardiophylla) of the desert in basketry and also to treat toothaches.

The following members of this family have been documented in sources consulted on Guerrero flora: Acalypha alopecuroides, Acalypha pseudoalopecuroides, Adelia oaxacana, Bernardia interrupta, Bernardia mexicana, Chamaesyce cumbrae, Cnidoscolus angustidens, Cnidoscolus autlanensis, Croton ciliato-glandulosus, Croton flavescens, Croton fragilis, Croton morifolius, Croton sonorae, Dalembertia populifolia, Ditaxis manzanilloana, Euphorbia anychioides, Euphorbia delicatula, Euphorbia dentata, Euphorbia fulva, Euphorbia glomerifera, Euphorbia heterophylla, Euphorbia hirta, Euphorbia hypericifolia, Euphorbia oaxacana, Euphorbia scabrella, Euphorbia schlechtendalii, Euphorbia serrula, Euphorbia stictospora, Euphorbia taxmalana, Euphorbia xylopoda, Jatropha elbae, Mabea occidentalis, Manihot dulcis, Manihot foetida, Manihot obovata, Manihot ovata, Manihot rhomboidea, Manihot triloba, Pedilanthus calcaratus, Pedilanthus spectabilis, Phyllanthus sp., Ricinus communis, Sapium appendiculatum, Sapium macrocarpum, Sebastiania pavoniana, Stillingia sp., and Tragia nepetaefolia.
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