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Sclerocarya birrea (A. Rich.) Hochst. (marula) is one of the most important indigenous fruit tree species
in southern Africa, where it plays a significant role in the diet, tradition and culture of many indigenous
people. The species has in the past decade been the subject of domestication to enhance its wider scale
cultivation and conservation to preserve its genetic diversity. In this study, we report on the performance
of 21 geographic populations of marula (20 of S. birrea ssp. caffra and one of S. birrea ssp. birrea) planted
in Mangochi, Malawi (14280S, 3514’E and 469 m elevation). The trial was assessed for tree height, bole
height, root collar diameter (RCD), diameter at breast height (DBH), crown width and depth, and fruiting
at 7 years after out-planting. There were significant differences between the populations for most of the
traits. Differences between the top and bottom ranked populations were often up to three-fold, reflecting
wide genetic variation in the germplasm. The Marracuene population from Mozambique, was ranked top
for height, RCD, DBH, crown width and crown depth. Only eight populations had fruits of which
Marracuene population had the highest fruit yield. Although the average fruit load per tree ranged from
one to 274 among the fruiting populations, tree-to-tree variation in fruit production was very wide ranging
from one to 1,228 fruits per tree. Phenotypic correlations among the growth and crown size (height, RCD,
DBH and crown depth) traits were large, positive and significant (P<0.001). Correlations between fruit
yield and growth and crown size traits although significant and positive, were mostly moderate. The
implication of this large genetic variation in growth and fruit production detected among the marula
populations is discussed in relation to conservation, breeding and choice of seed source for planting

