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What is jatropha?1

Jatropha curcas is a small tree - or shrub - in the family of Euphorbiaceae. Although Jatropha is
actually a genus comprising 175 known species, the name is usually used to refer to the particular
species Jatropha curcas. In Burma jatropha is sometimes called the “castor oil plant” because it
has a similar appearance to castor (Ricinus communis) and both plants are commonly referred to
as “physic nut” plants. Castor, however, is a distinct species that should not be confused with
jatropha.

Jatropha originates from Mexico and Central America, but has spread all over the world and is
mostly used for hedges to protect crops from animals. The tree can grow up to 6 meters in optimal
conditions; it has a straight trunk with thick branches and green leaves. If grown from seed, it has
one tap root and four lateral roots. The fruits have an oblong shape of about 40 mm length, each
containing 3 seeds (on average), which look like black beans. The seeds contain more than 30%
of oil by weight. Jatropha is a fast-growing tree and can live potentially up to 50 years.

The name jatropha comes from the Greek iatros, meaning doctor, and trophe, meaning food,
which alludes to its uses in traditional and folk medicine. These uses also explain the term physic
nut. Although it has medicinal properties, jatropha is toxic to animals and humans. The toxicity of
the seeds is mainly due to the presence of curcin, a toxic protein, and diterpene esters. Curcin is
similar to ricin, of the castor bean, which in its pure form is one of the most potent toxins in the
plant kingdom. Poisoning causes acute abdominal pain and nausea about half an hour following
ingestion.

Jet suu

Jet suu is the Burmese term for
physic nut. Jatropha curcas
(jatropha) and Ricinus communis
(castor) are both called physic nut
and both are being cultivated
throughout the country. It is
jatropha, however, that is most com-
monly used for biodiesel produc-
tion. After describing the different
appearance of the two species’
seeds, a technical instruction
manual published by the Depart-
ment of Agriculture and Irrigation
advises “choose only Jatropha
curcas for bio-diesel production.”

Local media and those interviewed for this report have used the terms castor, jatropha, and
physic nut interchangeably. This report will use the term jatropha as it is the species being
promoted for biodiesel.
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