Ficus elastica

LOCAL NAMES

Chinese (yin de rong); English (India rubber tree,Indian rubber
plant,assam rubber,snake tree,fig tree of the rubber,gomero,tree of the
rubber,ficus of great leaf); French (arbre a caoutchouc)

BOTANIC DESCRIPTION

A large, evergreen, strangling tree, up to 55 m tall with abundant aerial
roots from the trunk and the main branches which do not thicken to form
‘pillar roots’. In its native habitat, it usually begins life as an epiphyte,
eventually strangling its host to become like a large banyan type fig.

Leaves simple, spirally arranged; stipules 3-10 cm; petiole 2.5-10 cm. Leaf
blade oblong-elliptic to obovate, 9-30 x 5-12 cm, leathery, base rounded,
margins entire, apex abruptly short-acuminate or apiculate.

Flowers unisexual, sessile and inconspicuous.

Fruit oblong-ovoid greenish-yellow syconia, paired, sometimes solitary,
sessile, glabrous, 9-12 mm x 8-9 mm; individual fruit a drupelet; basal
bracts about 3 mm long, falling off very early with the stipules leaving
annular scars.

Bark surface smooth, inner bark pale pink producing white latex; twigs
glabrous.

BIOLOGY

Figs can only be pollinated by species-specific female agaonid wasps.
The fig-wasp associated with F. elastica is Blastophaga clavigera. In F.
elastica the wasps arrive when female flowers are receptive. In most
places, F. elastica flowers throughout the year but rarely indoors. Figs on
a single tree mature at the same time, while different trees of the same
species flower out of synchrony, thus inducing cross-pollination.
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ECOLOGY
Grows best in damp, tropical forests and can be found scattered in the lowland rain forest of southern West Java and in

hill forest, particularly on cliffs and limestone hills.

BIOPHYSICAL LIMITS

Altitude: 0-1097 m

Temperature: 0-33°C

Rainfall: 1000-3750 mm

Soil type: sandy; loamy; clay; acidic; alkaline; well-drained; occasionally wet with organic matter.

DOCUMENTED SPECIES DISTRIBUTION

Native: Bhutan, India, Indonesia, Malaysia, Myanmar, Nepal
Exotic: Bolivia, El Salvador, Honduras, Nicaragua, Panama, US

The map above shows countries where the species has been planted. It does neither
suggest that the species can be planted in every ecological zone within that country,
nor that the species can not be planted in other countries than those depicted. Since
some tree species are invasive, you need to follow biosafety procedures that apply to
your planting site.
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PRODUCTS

Latex or rubber: The latex from the bark of the stem and larger branches contains rubber, for all applications of natural
rubber, such as tyres, rubber components for cars and machines and consumer products such as footwear, sport
goods, toys and gloves. This use is now negligible. Centuries ago, the latex was used to line baskets of split rattan, to
make them watertight. The ingestion of this substance or the contact with the skin can cause allergy.

Food: The very young leaf tips have been eaten as a vegetable in Java.

Fibre: The fibrous bark has been used in the manufacture of clothes and ropes.

Wood: The wood is of poor quality and occasionally applied for boards, posts, boats and fuel.

SERVICES

Ornamental: F. elastica is probably the most well-known of the interior plants in South East Asia. It is also used for

median strip plantings in the highway.

Shade or shelter: recommended for buffer strips around parking lots; as a deck or patio; container or planter. It is also
trainable as a shade tree.

Its large growth and buttressing roots may cause damage to structures nearby, hence there is no proven urban
tolerance.
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TREE MANAGEMENT

The recommended spacing in F. elastica plantations vary from 2-12 m apart. A spacing of 10 m is favored in
Indonesia. Common management practices such as weed control and protection from livestock and regular trimming
of aerial roots is necessary.

House plants should be irrigated 3-4 days weekly in summer and winter, and liquid fertilizer added in the irrigation
water, every 15 days in summer. Very slight pruning and removal of damaged branches should be done to slow
down the growth of the plant, modify its form or rejuvenate it.

Trees found growing on concrete or rock structures should be treated with herbicides while young to avoid costly
structural damage. Caution is necessary when applying herbicide to figs growing as epiphytes to ensure that host tree
is not killed.

There is no evidence of F. elastica ever becoming invasive anywhere. Incase of such fear then associated wasps
should be prohibited from entry into the country to prevent future spread.

GERMPLASM MANAGEMENT

For vegetative propagation the highest-yielding mother trees are chosen, since there is a large individual difference in
latex yield. Seed viability is 20-50% and apparently does not decrease over the first three months of storage. After the
seeds have been cleaned from the surrounding pulp they can be sown under shade.

Seedlings should be pricked out and placed in trays under shade after the first 2 pairs of leaves have developed. The
seedlings are transferred to beds when they are several cm tall at a spacing of 25-40 cm apart. Planting out should be
when the seedlings are about 3 m tall.

PESTS AND DISEASES
No serious insect or disease problems but occasionally scales, aphids, mealybugs, thrips and spider mites are a
problem.

A common disease of F. elastica pot plants is anthracnose caused by the fungus Glomerella cingulata. Others are twig
blight and canker caused by Fusarium lateritium.
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