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� Morphological description
Nerium oleander is a perennial shrub that can form
clumps 2-4 m. tall with erect stems and branches.
The big leaves are in whorls of three, can be 10 cm.
long, and are usually drab, evergreen, leathery,
simple, entire, lanceolate lengthwise, pointed, with
a median vein that is very prominent underneath
and a number of parallel secondary veins. The
showy flowers have a strong scent and are bunched
in terminal corymbs. The calyx is twice or three
times as short as the tube of the corolla, the throat
of which has 5 multifid scales opposed to the lobes
that are spread out in a 3-5 cm.-diameter ring. The
stamens are enclosed and inserted in the middle of
the corolla. The fruit is cylindrical, composed of two
fused, linear, 4-8 cm.-long follicles. There are many
seeds, each with a red-haired pappus.
Flowering occurs from March to June.
Two subspecies are signalled in the Mediterranean:
the subsp. kurdicum (Asian Turkey) and the subsp.
oleander, an endemic of the Mediterranean.

� Geographical distribution
Local: A very widespread species in all of Tunisia,
from north to south; absent in the Saharan part.
Regional: Morocco, Algeria, Tunisia and Libya.
Global: The Mediterranean, south-western Asia
and North Africa.

� Ecology
Nerium oleander is a nanophanerophyte or
phanerophyte taxon that grows in all bioclimates

falling between the damp and the arid. It always
indicates permanent dampness of the soil, but not
hydromorphia. Thus it is found in wadi beds and
along watercourses, in watering places and damp
stony ground. It is especially abundant in the
coastal fringe.

� Status, conservation and culture
The oleander is grown in Tunisia as an ornamental
plant; growing it from seed seems difficult but from
cuttings is easier: cuttings from young shoots are
put into light soil that is kept very damp. Its toxicity
is well-known.

� Part used
The root and leaves.

� Constituents
The leaves contain about 1.5% of cardenolides, the
major element being oleandrine. It is accompanied
by close derivatives. There are also weakly active
cardenolides (heterosides of uzarigenine) and inac-
tive cardenolides (heteroside of adynergenine, of D-
digitalose), triterpenoids, a resin, tannins, glucose, a
paraffin, ursolic acid, vitamin C and an essential oil.
The seeds contain glucosides (oleandrine, odoro-
sides, adigoside). The bark also contains glucosides
(rosaginoside, nerioside, corteneroside). The roots
contain steroids.

� Traditional medicine
For gangrene: pound the leaves of Nerium oleander
with honey and apply it as a poultice.
For eczema: decoct equal amounts of the leaves of
Nerium oleander and of Stipa tenacissima and use
locally as a swab.
Headaches and colds: fumigate with the roots.
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Toothache: a mouthwash with a decoction of the
leaves.
Scab, lice and hair loss: rub with leaves that have
been macerated.
Abortion: an infusion of the leaves alone or associ-
ated with harmel seeds is an abortifacient.
Slight skin lesions that do not bleed (bruises, burns,
tumours etc.): the local application of crushed
leaves.

� Pharmacological action and
toxicity 

Oleandrine is antiinflammatory, antitumoral and
emollient and potentialises apoptosis. The hydroal-
coholic and aqueous extract of the flowers is
antinociceptive and cardiotonic. The leaves and
seeds provoke poisoning with nausea, vomiting,
mental confusion, bradycardia and ventricular
hyperkalaemia that can quickly end in death.
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