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The largest portion of the northeastern Brazil is 
covered by the caatinga vegetation (Albuquerque et al. 
2012). This tropical dry forest covers eight states and 
areas with semiarid climate characterized as a result of low 
rates of precipitation, which is concentrated over a short 
annual period (Leal et al. 2003). The caatinga is the only 
phytogeographic domain that is confined to the Brazilian 
territory. It harbours great biodiversity, with many still 
understudied. The lack of scientific research marks the 
history of caatinga areas; nevertheless, this scenario has 
been changing in the past few decades with an increase in 
the number of related studies (Albuquerque et al. 2012).

The flora of Rio Grande do Norte (RN) is not well 
represented in its two major local herbaria collections 
(MOSS and UFRN) due to laxity of complete and 
representative samples. Together they barely exceed 
20,000 specimens (Thiers [continuously updated]). Within 
this state the lack of investment in long and intensive 
research programs focused on biodiversity inventories 
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and the limited number of graduate programs devoted 
to develop locally trained botanists are two of the main 
causes limiting further development. As consequence of 
this low sampling and lack of investigations rather than 
actual species poverty, RN finds itself listed as one of the 
poorest Brazilian states in terms of plant species richness, 
recording only 1,259 species (Forzza et al. 2010).

As part of an ongoing project to increase the knowledge 
of the Flora of Rio Grande do Norte, we herein describe 
two new occurrences of Bromeliaceae taxa for that state. 
Until now, no record of Orthophytum was known to RN. 
Recently, Orthophytum disjunctum L.B. Sm. specimens 
were found, in small populations, growing on an inselberg 
(locally known as Pedra do Cruzeiro, 6°25’29.3”S, 
35°41’57.9W, 450 m.a.s.l.) in the domain of caatinga, near 
the cities of Passa-e-Fica and Serra de São Bento, in the 
southeastern RN close to the border with Paraíba (Figure 
1). This inselberg is within a public area but it is not under 
legal protection, despite the richness of plant species 
observed there. In the same habitat we found the second 
new occurrence, another rupicolous species belonging 
to Tillandsia. Specimens collected (Versieux 542) are 
deposited in the herbarium UFRN and living specimens are 
under cultivation in the “Cacti Garden Project Cactinga”, at 
the Instituto de Biociências, UFRN, Natal, Brazil.

The genus Orthophytum Beer is endemic to Brazil 
and contains 65 known species that occur between 
southeastern and northeastern Brazil. Currently, there 
are records for the states of Ceará, Paraíba, Pernambuco, 
Alagoas, Sergipe, Bahia, Minas Gerais, Espírito Santo 
(Forzza et al. 2012). All species are heliophytes and the 
majority grows in rocky environments, such as outcrops or 
inselbergs (Louzada and Wanderley 2010). The diversity 
centers of Orthophytum are the states of the Bahia and 
Minas Gerais, and found growing along the Espinhaço 
mountain range’s rocky fields, and on inselbergs from 
northeastern Minas Gerais to central-north Espírito Santo 

Figure 1. Map of Rio Grande do Norte, showing the municipality of Serra 
de São Bento in red next to Paraíba (PB) state border, where the first 
occurrences of Orthophytum disjunctum and Tillandsia paraibensis were 
documented.
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States mostly arising in the Atlantic Rainforest domain, 
contrasting with the drier caatinga domain having fewer 
taxa (Siqueira-Filho and Leme 2006; Versieux and Leme 
2007; Louzada and Wanderley 2011). 

The second new occurrence belongs to Tillandsia, 
which is the largest genus within Bromeliaceae, with 
627 known species (Luther 2010). It occurs throughout 
the entire American continent and all over the Brazilian 
territory. It has not been found in Maranhão and Tocantins 
(Forzza et al. 2012), probably due to poor collection 
history. This enormous geographical distribution is a 
consequence of the great seed dispersal capacity provided 
by light plumose appendages and several ecophysiological 
adaptations (Benzing 2000). Tillandsia paraibensis R.A. 
Pontes is a recently described species that was known to 
occur only in three inselbergs in the north of Paraíba state: 
Pedra da Boca, Pedra da Santa and Pedra do Carneiro 
(Pontes 2012). In our field work we also registered the 
occurrence of T. paraibensis at Pedra do Cruzeiro, RN. 
Populations were found on vertical rocks (Figure 2E), 
in the same habitat as observed by Pontes (2012), and 

growing close to Orthophytum disjunctum mats. Although 
all individuals were sterile, the vegetative characters fit 
perfectly within the protologue of this recently described 
taxon and the proximity to the type locality is another 
evidence about its identity.

Both these findings are important because they 
help to increase the knowledge about the species and 
also contribute to a range of other studies such as 
conservational programs and studies in biogeographical 
distribution of caatinga plants. To illustrate this, the limit 
of Orthophytum geographical distribution has been cited 
as the state of Paraíba (Smith and Downs 1979), but most 
recent data confirms its presence in the State of Ceará 
(Forzza et al. 2012). Our new record provides continuity 
between these neighboring states. Thus, it is probable that 
the lack of knowledge about this species is a consequence 
of the absence of field studies in the state of Rio Grande do 
Norte, and we believe this clearly shows the importance 
of an improvement in the floristic studies for this area 
and highlights the importance of funding for field work in 
lowly sampled areas in Brazil. 

Figure 2. A-D) Orthophytum disjunctum collected on inselbergs, Serra de São Bento, RN, Brazil: A) Two color morphs growing side by side, one 
brownish-red and another pale green; B) Habit; C) Pedunculate inflorescence; and D) Close-up of flower. E) Sterile individuals of Tillandsia paraibensis. 
F) Overview of the rupicolous vegetation over the inselberg including mats of Encholirium spectabile Martius ex Schultes & Schultes filius
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