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Abstract

A patch of Laurus nobilis L. thicket has been observed along the Baronale ephemeral stream in the 
Low Murgia of Bari. This is the first observation in Apulia Region for this habitat, and in general the aspects 
of Laurel high maquis are really rare in the whole Italian territory. The stand is located in the vicinity of a 
satellite quarters of Bari, where high level of disturbance and anthropogenic impact threats this precious 
forest patch and rare habitat.
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INTRODUCTION

Laurel (Laurus nobilis L.) is an evergreen forest Mediterranean species distributed 
along the coastal and the basal zone but the species can enter as well in temperate 
deciduous forest taking part of that Tertiary relict flora (Marino et al. 2014; Selvi, 
Fiorini, 1997) well known as laurophylla vegetation (Rodriguez-Sanchez, Arrojo, 
2008). Due to its ecology Pavari in its famous classification (1916) indicated the Laurel 
as the main species of this phytoclimatic area thus called Lauretum. Nevertheless this L. 
nobilis is not one of the most common species in the Mediterranean maquis (Sundseth, 
2010) and in particular very rare becomes Laurel dominated coenoses (Maxted, Bennet 
2001).

Generally one of the problems related to Laurel is the difficulty to distinguish 
the spontaneous populations (Rodriguez-Sanchez, Arrojo 2009) since the species is 
largely cultivated in the Mediterranean area (Lewis, 1984). According to Pignatti 
(2002) Laurel in Italy is spontaneous just in humid woods and along the banks of 
ephemeral streams. 

Maquis dominated by L. nobilis according to the Interpretation Manual of 
European Union Habitats EUR 28 (European Commission, 2013) are referred to two 
different habitats listed in the Annex I: 5230 *Arborescent matorral with Laurus nobilis 
(priority habitat) and 5310 Laurus nobilis thickets. These habitats differ in particular 
for the height of coenoses where habitat 5310 describes the lower facies.

Along the bank of one of the ephemeral streams that are peculiar landscape 
elements (Carella, 2015a) of that landscape-territorial district known as Bari Basin 
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(Baldacci, 1962), in the vicinity of a satellite quarter of Bari (Fig. 1), a stand of Laurel 
high maquis has been found, a very rare forest type of conservation concern. 

METHODS

The coenose has been found during field surveys to study re-naturalization 
process dynamics of abandoned olive field (Carella 2016) located in the vicinity of 
Laurel thicket. In this research an investigation of the relic spontaneous vegetation 
patches located in the vicinity of the considered abandoned field, has been conducted  
through photointerpretation. Following exploration on the field led to recognition of 
the L. nobilis dominated coenose here described. Identification of the species was done 
according to Flora d’Italia (Pignatti, 2002).

Fields surveys in the Laurel thicket have been conducted in the period February-
October 2016 leading to the results here reported (Table 1).

Fig. 1. Location of the stand (central coordinates 41°03.608, E 016°51.738))

Table 1.  Description of the site studied

Date 12.04.2016
Exposure East-south
Altitude 65-70 m a.s.l.
Surface 120 m2 (40 x 3)
Inclination 10%
Rock cover 60%
Height of tree layer 5 m
Cover of tree layer 70%
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RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

The considered coenose is represented by a sclerophyllous fringe dominated by 
L. nobilis where just Ceratonia siliqua L. occurs beyond the Laurel, and discontinuous 
layers mainly composed by Prunus mahaleb L. surround the evergreen thicket on both 
sides. In this Mahaleb Cherry layer, with lower presence can be observed as well Olea 
europaea var. sylvestris (L.) (Mill.) Lehr and still more rare are Rhamnus alaternus L. and 
Ficus carica var. caprificus (Risso) Tschirch et Ravasini. A patch of high maquis (5-6 m) of 
Quercus calliprinos Webb touches the L. nobilis maquis just in one point of the coenose.

The coenose as described, totally is few meters thick, generally around 30, and is 
observed just on the bank of the ephemeral stream, while is spread for more than 250 
linear meters along the Baronale. 

The height of the maquis is around 3-4 m but individuals of Laurel and Mahaleb 
Cherry get up to 7 m. The largest Laurel individuals observed in the coenose can have 
trunk diameter up to 15 cm.

Among the shrubs in the coenose have been observed Rubus ulmifolius Schott, 
Asparagus acutifolius L. and Osyris alba L. Locally in the coenoses occur lianas as 
Hedera helix L.,  Smilax aspera L., Clematis flammula L. The coenose lives in a portion 
of Baronale bank where the soil is definitely rocky with few herbaceous species 
that live under the maquis on the scree as Rubia peregrine L., Veronica cymbalaria 
Bodard, Ajuga chamaepytis (L.) Schreb., Lathyrus cicera L., and Umbilicus horizontalis 
(Guss.) DC. Sometimes in small dips where more soil is accumulated the herbaceous 
species become more numerous with Arum italicum Mill., Geranium robertianum L., 
Narcissus papyraceus Ker-Gawl., Vicia calcarata (Desf.) and Lotus edulis L. In similar 
condition in the understory has been observed as well a rare species as Melica arrecta 
Kunze.

Small clearings sometimes break the maquis cover and here the most representative 
species are Dactylis hispanica L., Carlina corymbosa L., Micromeria graeca (L.) Benth. ex 
Rchb., Mercurialis annua L., Geranium rotondifolium L., Fedia cornucopiae (L.) Gaertn., 
Bellis sylvestris (Cirillo) Rouy accompanied by others as Pallenis spinosa (L.) Cass., 
Sanguisorba minor Scop., Foeniculum vulgare Mill. ssp. Piperitum (Ucria) Cout., Fumaria 
officinalis L., Daucus carota L., Geranium purpureum Vill., Stachys germanica L., A. 
chamaepytis, Lathyrus apaca L., Briza maxima L., Melica transsylvanica Schur, Oryzopsis 
miliacea (L.) Asch. et Schweinf., Cynosorus echinatus L., Hermodactylus tuberosus (L.) 
Mill., Euphorbia helioscopia L., Muscari neglectum Guss. ex Ten., Tordylium apulum L., 
Vicia hybrida L., Delphinium halteratum Sm..

Very closed to the Laurel maquis but not anymore on the bank, already on the 
riverbed are observed patches of Arundo donax L.; here it is important to underline the 
presence of few individuals of Plantago altissima L., species of great biogeographical 
interest recently discovered in the lower part of Baronale (Carella, 2016).

Detailed picture of the coenose, with phytosociological relevè:
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Tree layer
Laurus nobilis 4.4
Prunus mahaleb 2.2
Ceratonia siliqua 1.2
Ficus carica +
Olea europaea var. sylvestris +

Scrub layer and lianas
Rubia peregrina 1.2
Osyris alba 1.2
Asparagus acutifolius +
Rubus ulmifolius +
Clematis flammula +
Hedera helix +

Herbaceous layer
Arum italicum +
Ajuga chamepytis +
Sternbergia lutea +
Briza maxima +
Oxalis pes-caprae +
Vicia calcarata+
Melica arrecta +
Lathyrus cicera +
Narcissus papyraceus
Mercurialis annua +

CONCLUSIONS

The Laurel coenose here described has to be referred to the habitat of Annex 1 
code 5310 that is a forest habitat type very rare in Italy, where it has been recorded mainly 
in the Central Appenine (Biondi et al., 2004). Rarity of the habitat Laurus nobilis thickets 
is confirmed in the Italian National Report sent in 2007 to the European Commission 
where just 18 ha of 5310 code appear (EEA, 2009) and also in further data report 1086 
ha for the habitat 5230* and 221 ha for the habitat 5310 (Biondi et al., 2012).

This is the first observation of the habitat Laurus nobilis thickets in Apulia region, 
where the only Laurel dominated coenose here described has been listed in the code 
5230 (Beccarisi, Minnone 2012) and in the code 9180* in the case of Gargano (Biondi 
et al., 2008). 

The manual of interpretation of EU habitats in the description of the habitat 
5310 reports that generally it occurs in humid or cool stations, thus it has to be remarked 
how the Laurel maquis is observed on the bank of an ephemeral stream, bordering the 
deep riverbed line, in a microclimate particularly humid. 
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The studied site occurs in a rural area but closed to the satellite villages that 
characterize Bari territory (Carella, 2015b) in the suburban area of the city thus strongly 
affected by anthropogenic impact and disturbance. Arsons, illegal release waste and 
illegal cuts to obtain firewood have been unfortunately observed in the area interesting 
as well the Laurel coenose. L. nobilis maquis conservation is furthermore threatened by 
the erosion of the terracings, of the dry stone walls and of the calcareous scree where the 
coenose is spread (Comunità Montana Esino Frasassi, 2014).

Urgent measures need to protect this residual forest patch so important to 
biodiversity conservation, since a forest type extremely rare and also because the coenose 
is an important recovery site for numerous birds, in particular for wintering or sedentary 
Passeriformes birds such as Turdus merula L., Turdus viscivorus L., Turdus philomelos 
Brehm, Fringilla coelebs L. and many other species that have been often noticed in the 
Laurel maquis during the field surveys. Laurel thicket becomes a refuge site for mammals 
as well, thus solitary individuals of Red fox (Vulpes vulpes L.) has been often seen in the 
site during the field surveys, in particular in the late afternoon. 

A small nucleous of L. nobilis occurs as well on the opposite bank of Baronale 
ephemeral stream along dry stone walls and considering the high level of disturbance 
affecting the studied territory and the deep and historical modifications here recorded, it 
is also possible that Laurel maquis could be more spread in the past in this area. 

This observation seems to be confirmed by the high power of regeneration expressed 
by Laurel, not only in the thicket, but as well in the residual maquis occurring in the 
vicinity of the site. Nevertheless this can be interpreted as a good sign for this habitat, 
unfortunately the severe anthropogenic impact is a great threat for its conservation and 
also during the surveys it has been recorded an arson in the riverbed of Baronale that 
have interested as well Laurel thicket.

In the dramatic and unpredictable changes related to the global change scenarios 
is not possible to tolerate anymore this kind of impacts, in particular in a district already 
so impoverished in its landscape and vegetation mosaic, where rather actions of forest 
restoration are needed (Stanturf et al., 2012).
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