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Abstract: The flora of the Canary Islands has been subject to botanical studies for more than 200 years.
Several biodiversity databases are available for the archipelago. However, there are various drivers
of change in real biodiversity and the knowledge about it constantly needs to be kept track of.
Island floras are both: exposed to species loss and to species introductions, either through natural
processes or by anthropogenic drivers. Additionally, the evolution of endemic plant species plays
a substantial role. Endemic species are sensitive to population decline due to small population
sizes and possible low competitiveness against incoming species. Additionally, there is continuous
progress in systematics and taxonomy. Species names or their taxonomic attribution can be modified.
Here, we check published plant lists for the Canary Islands and literature, and compile currently
accepted taxa into an updated checklist. For this FloCan checklist, several sources were compiled,
checked for completeness and quality, and their taxonomy was updated. We illustrate how far
plant names are considered in regional or global databases. This work represents the current state
of knowledge on Canary Island plant diversity, including introduced and recently described taxa.
We provide a comprehensive and updated basis for biogeographical and macroecological studies.
Particularly, the number of non-native species is being extended substantially. The adaptation to
standard international nomenclature supports integration into large-scale studies.

Keywords: alien species; archipelago; biodiversity; databases; endemism; evolutionary arena; GBIF;
invasive species; island biogeography; island biota; Macaronesia; macroecology; non-native alien
species; plants; TRY; EU Biodiversity Strategy

1. Introduction

The Flora of the Canary Islands archipelago has attracted botanists for centuries.
Alexander von Humboldt, for example, spent a week on Tenerife in the year 1799. During
this short stay, he described the elevational distribution of plant species at the slope of
Mount Teide. The iconic figure displaying the altitudinal distribution key species was
published after his return to Europe in 1826 [1]. In the same year as Humboldt’s ascent
to Mont Teide, in 1799, the first natural history book on the Canary Islands comprising
species lists, and written by Viera y Clavijo, was released [2].

Knowing about Humboldt’s experiences, Charles Darwin was keen to see the vegeta-
tion of Tenerife in January 1832 when the Beagle arrived offshore. However, nobody was
allowed to leave the Beagle at the harbour of Santa Cruz de Tenerife due to quarantine
restrictions because of the Cholera epidemic in London at that time. Darwin depicts the
situation in his report published in 1839 [3] “Oh misery, misery—we were just preparing to
drop our anchor within 1/2 a mile of Santa Cruz when a boat came alongside bringing with it our
death-warrant. The consul declared we must perform a rigorous quarantine of twelve days. Those
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who have never experienced it can scarcely conceive what a gloom it cast on every one: Matters were
soon decided by the Captain ordering all sail to be set & make a course for the Cape Verd Islands.
We have left perhaps one of the most interesting places in the world, just at the moment when we
were near enough for every object to create, without satisfying, our utmost curiosity”. Captain
Fitzroy, manoeuvring the Beagle, wrote about this situation “this was a great disappointment
to Mr Darwin, who had cherished a hope of visiting the peak. To see it, to anchor and be on the
point of landing, yet be obliged to turn away without the slightest prospect of beholding Tenerife
again, was indeed to him a real calamity”. Having a strong background in botany, Darwin
might have had an eye-opening experience if this incidence had not prevented him from
exploring the flora of the Canary Islands.

The middle of the 19th century saw a strong stimulation of botanical assessments with
the outstanding “Histoire naturelle des Iles Canaries” written by Philip Barker Webb and
Sabin Berthelot (and Afred Moquin-Tandon) [4]. This book became the most important
landmark for a complete flora of the archipelago. A few decades later, Hermann Christ [5,6]
published another list of plant species in the archipelago. During the 20th century, an
extensive series of floristic studies and species lists were edited with the pioneering work
of Charles-Josef Pitard [7]. Increasingly new contributions by botanists such as Bornmüller,
Buch, Sventenius, Broussonet, Masferrer, Burchard, Hansen, Kunkel, Sunding, Bramwell,
Santos Guerra, and Schönfelder, to name but a few, increased the knowledge about the
Canarian flora [8–13]. Additionally, nowadays the archipelago continues to attract the
attention of international naturalists and scientists. This long legacy of botanical research
evokes the impression that the plant species of the islands are well known, and it may be
one of the best investigated regions of the planet. However, even though the Canary Islands
were colonised and settled by Europeans centuries ago and have become an attractive
destination for tourists, no complete survey of the entire islands could ever be conducted.
The steep terrain of remote mountain slopes, inaccessible gorges (barrancos), and rugged
cliffs at their coastline are restricting human investigations and hamper accessibility [14,15].
Substantial parts of the archipelago cannot be reached and are not even accessible to
climbers due to the loose parent material of young volcanic rock.

In recent years, several new plant species have been described in the archipelago [16–21].
However, the publication of a new species does not translate directly into being incorpo-
rated and accepted in standard international databases. This process takes time. Addi-
tionally, expert knowledge exists about species that exist in nature but has not yet been
addressed in official and accepted scientific publications. Several species are known and
mentioned by experts but not officially described yet. This even applies to woody species
of considerable size and with clear morphological distinction (Figure 1).

Furthermore, plant species recorded in the past have been reported to have disap-
peared (e.g., Hypecoum procumbens L. or Grammitis quaerenda Bolle), to have extinguished
populations, or to have become extinct [22]. Some endemic plant species are currently at
the brink of extinction (e.g., Lotus eremiticus A. Santos). This is a common syndrome on
islands, where species populations can be small and viable population sizes can easily be
undershot. Comparable examples exist in the Galapagos islands for previously important
key species from the endemic genus Scalesia [23] or on Mauritius, exhibiting the prominent
example of Sideroxylon grandiflorum [24]. Others are likely to have disappeared in the past
and might only be reflected as genera in rare studies of pollen records [25]. Many islands
have an extensive legacy of biodiversity loss. However, there is little quantitative evidence
for this due to the limited preservation of plant remains.

Because of the continuous progress in plant systematics and taxonomy, there is a need
to update and unify nomenclature, particularly for those genera or families under debate
and for those experiencing considerable upheaval. Understandably, it is mostly those
groups that have undergone rapid radiation and diversification in the archipelago, respec-
tively, where the identification of species and their relatedness is work in progress [26–28].
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Figure 1. On the island of La Palma (Canary Islands) just one species of the genus Carlina L. with
narrow leaves is listed in most floras. This species (C. falcata Svent.) (a) is relatively abundant
and widespread on the island. However, in remote parts of northern cliffs a subspecies of Carlina
canariensis (L.f.) Cav. was recorded recently (b), which has not been scientifically described up to now.
A regular publication of this taxon following the rules of ICN (International Code of Nomenclature
for algae, fungi, and plants) is in preparation. This illustrates that even for well-known genera of
woody species, new species’ descriptions are still to be expected.

During recent decades, several floras and species lists of the Canary Islands have
been published and updated as online databases reflecting the state of knowledge and
its rapid development. Here, we can just mention prominent examples of this vast lit-
erature [22,29–35]. It is difficult to decide on one work as a standard. Some are mainly
rooted in regional and local knowledge; others are better related to international taxonomic
standards; some are more recently published; others follow a more rigorous understand-
ing of systematics; some are continuously updated online databases; others are printed
books. When looking closer at some taxa, there is disagreement in many details, includ-
ing the acceptance of species and differences in the perceptions of their systematic and
taxonomic status. However, there is a general need to unify and update taxonomic and
spatial information on species [36] to reflect real biodiversity at its best and to enable, e.g.,
inter-island comparison.

Regional flora and checklists of the Canary Islands are increasingly used in macro-
ecological and biogeographical studies [37–39], which, however, may reflect just a subsec-
tion of the real species diversity of the archipelago [40,41]. The resulting findings may be
questionable if a substantial part of the existing species is being ignored [42]. Furthermore,
outdated taxonomy might inhibit or weaken studies at larger scales.

Openly available public webpages on endemic plants of the Canary Islands, for
instance in Wikipedia, differ strongly in content between languages. The Spanish site lists
122 endemic plant species [43]; the English version linked to the same page informs about
only 68 endemic plant species [44]! This illustrates that there is not a clear common ground
on this topic. A reason for these differences might be the definition of endemism. It is by
its nature scale-dependent [45,46] and may be subjectively defined if the area it is related
to is not clearly limited [47]. Additionally, there is human bias to be considered meaning
that people might be used to certain species names or taxa that have a high value in nature
conservation, and that persist even if there is scientific evidence that such names can no
longer be accepted and must be updated.

The advancement of knowledge and confusion due to new findings for the Canary
Island flora is understandable at best with the example of the dragon tree (Dracaena
draco (L.) L.). The dragon tree is maybe the most iconic plant species in the archipelago.
Alexander von Humboldt was already fascinated by the impressive life form of several
specimen in the valley of Orotava, Tenerife, back in his days. Then, 200 years later in 1997,
a small population of a subspecies of Dracaena draco was found in the Moroccan High
Atlas Mountains (subsp. ajgal Benabid & Cuzin). In consequence, Dracaena draco was no
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longer a Macaronesian endemic species (to the Canary Islands and Cabo Verde) but an
endemic subspecies (D. draco subsp. draco) for these islands. One year later, in 1998, another
Dracaena species Dracaena tamaranae A. Marrero, R.S. Almeida & M. Gonzalez-Martin was
found on the island of Gran Canaria, again adding an endemic Dracaena species to the
archipelago [48]. Such surprises and discoveries would rather be expected for less famous
plants or for cases where the deterministic traits are not so obvious but are astonishing for
the most well-known plant taxa of the islands.

Another prominent example is the Canary Island laurel tree, a key species of the
laurel forest, which is best preserved in this archipelago. Laurus novocanariensis Rivas Mart.,
Lousã, Fern. Prieto, E. Días, J.C. Costa & C. Aguiar was named Laurus azorica (Seub.) Franco
before and even further back in time was named Laurus canariensis Webb & Berthel. non
Willd. To add to the confusion, Laurus canariensis Willd. is a published but invalid synonym
for another Lauracean species of the island: Apollonias barbujana (Cav.) Bornm. In summary,
Laurus novocanariensis, as it is currently named, was an archipelago endemic species first,
became a Macaronesian endemic, and back again an archipelago endemic taxon. The name
has changed due to an increasing understanding of phylogenetic relatedness. However,
it may happen that in the future this taxon could be understood as a synonym to Laurus
nobilis L. from the Mediterranean which would mean that one more classified endemic
species would be lost from the list of plant species just in the human understanding of
biological taxonomy—without any consequences for nature [49].

Changes in the number of species that are described for islands are mostly due to
newly introduced and even invasive species. These species are being introduced by past
and present trade and travelling activities that connect the islands to other parts of the
world [50]. This applies strongly to the Canary Islands that have been used as a testing
ground for the acclimatisation of exotic species from the New World that were intended to
be introduced to the Mediterranean as early as in the 16th century [51]. The subtropical and
oceanic climate supports the establishment of many species across tropical and subtropical
biogeographic realms. The differentiation of climatic conditions within the archipelago
and even within topographically diverse islands with pronounced elevational zones and
differences in precipitation and moisture regimes between leeward and windward sides
adds to the spectrum of available habitats for the establishment of non-native biota [52].
Many plants have been introduced for ornamental purposes. Those species may remain
confined to gardens or parks, but they may also start reproducing and spreading after
a certain time lag and establish a legacy of offspring. However, the same mechanism
applies for newly introduced species as for unknown endemics; they must first be detected
before they can be registered in any database or list. Too often knowledge about cultivated
ornamental plants that were established outside their natural range has been ignored until
such species turned “wild” and created problems and damage.

Another process that is modifying the diversity of islands is extinction. Many of these
extinction events may have occurred unnoticed since invasive species, unknown herbivores
such as rabbits or goats, or other predators and pathogens have been introduced. However,
the pressure of introduced herbivores on island species that have not evolved defence
mechanisms is still pertinent [53]. Many endemic plant species have dramatically declined
in distribution and abundance with the consequence of becoming hyper-endemic [46],
surviving as remnant populations at the brink of extinction. In the case of Lotus eremiticus
A. Santos only one “population” of few specimens remains in nature, most probably
built up by a single clone [54]. One single (local) disturbance event could erase such a
species globally. Considering the vulnerability of such hyper-endemics, it becomes evident
that the human impact has clearly reduced intraspecific diversity. Generally, it is not a
given fact that island taxa exhibit low genetic diversity as concluded from their small
populations [55,56].

The genus Aeonium is iconic to the archipelago and is also considered as an example
of adaptive radiation. Of the 42 species of the genus, 36 are endemic to the Canary Is-
lands. Surprisingly, the phylogenetically oldest species do not originate from the continent
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(Morocco, Eastern Africa, Yemen), but the continental species instead represent the young
branches of the phylogenetic tree [57]. The earth history of “Paleo-Macaronesia” is one
explanation for this pattern [58].

Many more volcanic islands more existed in this tectonically complex area at the edge
of the oceanic and the continental crust during the last 80 Mio. years. These former islands
have disappeared from the ocean surface due to erosion. However, they can be detected
with the help of bathymetry as guyots at the sea level of the Last Glacial Maximum 200
(LGM), which was their basis for erosion [59]”. Furthermore, the spatial fluctuation of
island area during the Pleistocene had an influence on plant species richness [60].

Increasingly, modern molecular methods allow for new insights into the distinction
of species and to their attribution to higher phylogenetic units, influencing nomenclature,
systematics, and biogeography [61–64]. Realistically, this process is a continuous one that
will not end soon because of the immense diversity of plant populations and the historical
focus on mere morphological traits for classification. Hidden relations between taxa need
to be uncovered, and cryptic species that resemble other published species need to be
identified. Consequently, data sources for regional and trans-regional assessments need to
be updated continuously and adapted to international standards in nomenclature to avoid
artefacts just through deviating terminologies.

The Canary Islands are an outstanding example of an essential field for ecological
research, the preservation of endemic taxa, and for biogeographical studies. Here, we offer
an overview of the current knowledge and perception of the flora of the Canary Islands,
knowing that near future developments in phylogeny and discoveries of new species
might modify this picture. Nevertheless, we identify that the customary reference to one
specific list of plant species has an influence on the scientific statements made. Based on
the comparison of established approaches, databases, and lists of the Canary Islands, we
identified common general taxonomic agreement but also inconsistencies. Based on this
overview, we present an updated and revised flora for the archipelago that is open for
additions and corrections.

2. Materials and Methods

We first reviewed and compiled published species lists for the Canary Islands [8–13,22,29–35].
The resulting plant species list was then complemented with individual publications
on specific taxonomic groups for specific regions or islands. In addition, documented
cultivated ornamental plants and crops were included. This study is focused on the 7 major
islands of the Canary Islands archipelago: El Hierro, La Palma, La Gomera, Tenerife, Gran
Canaria, Fuerteventura, and Lanzarote. With very few exceptions, all taxa are attributed to
their occurrence on these islands.

Small islets in the close vicinity of Lanzarote and Fuerteventura were excluded as they
have been covered in a recent study that provided a checklist for these islets [65]. However,
there were no additional species listed in comparison with our checklist.

Criteria for accepting a taxon in this new FloCan plant checklist for the Canary Islands
were the reliability of records and whether the respective species or subspecies name is
accepted or considered a synonym following international standards of nomenclature and
systematics. In the case of questionable records, additional proof was explicitly searched,
and if a record for a given species on an individual island or for the entire archipelago was
not found, this species was deleted from the list. The same applied if a plant population was
considered an independent subspecies (or species), but this taxonomic categorization did
not align with international standards. However, such synonyms or erroneously reported
species are also maintained in an appendix to allow checking for the existence of these taxa
in the future. For highly debated taxa, we also consider current scientific literature on plant
phylogenetics (e.g., [66] for the genus Micromeria).

The resulting list was then compared to international standard taxonomic checklists
prioritising those species that are listed in Plants of the World online (POWO) [67]. As
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a result, published species names in one list or dataset can translate into subspecies and
vice versa.

Additionally, we consulted World Flora Online (WFO) [68] for all taxa, which is the
replacement of The Plant List (TPL) [69] that has not been updated since 2013. Therefore,
TPL was not considered explicitly in this checklist to avoid redundance and outdated
viewpoints. We further compared all taxa with Catalogue of Life [70], which generally
accepts more taxa as valid names than World Flora Online. We do not suggest that one of
these databases is superior to another one. However, for standardisation we decided to
follow the suggested plant names of one checklist, generally Plants of the World Online,
indicating nevertheless whether other databases share the same name for a respective plant
species, or suggest a synonym as the accepted name.

Additionally, we checked names in GBIF [71], which is not a taxonomic database,
but is frequently used and to be considered a standard to obtain species’ distribution
data. Furthermore, we screened the TRY [72,73] database for plant functional traits. These
international databases differ in terms of scientific scrutiny and their general philoso-
phy. For example, TRY does not provide author citation, which is a substantial part of
botanical names.

In this study, databases are not evaluated. Rather it shall be illustrated which taxa are
considered under the name given in this checklist (or under a synonym) in these pre-valent
databases. We follow, with only very few exceptions, in the naming for plant species, genus,
family, and subspecies the standards of POWO. Other infraspecific units (e.g., varieties)
are only considered in a few cases. There is no clear agreement across checklists to which
degree infraspecific taxa should be considered below the level of subspecies.

Deviating nomenclature or missing representation in other plant lists is protocolled.
This option in our checklist illustrates which taxa are generally accepted and where no
consistent opinion across published plant species lists can be seen. There are cases where
the same species’ name was published by several authors. Confusion could result from
missing author citations if one of these apparently equitable names is defined as a synonym
of another accepted species.

For list comparison we used a semi-automatised approach and compared our species
list with global databases via the “taxize” package [74] applied in R [75]. Every species for
which several or no results were given were rechecked manually. However, this filter was
complemented by individual reviews and revisions for all taxa, to overcome, for example,
deviating spelling of names. Botanical publications that are based on taxa should follow
the International Code of Nomenclature for algae, fungi, and plants (ICN) as a global
compilation of published plant names in scholarly publications serves the International
Plant Names Index (IPNI) [76]. However, IPNI is not aiming to provide the latest state of
knowledge for the progress in taxonomy and its reflection in botanical nomenclature.

Island biota and endemic species, but also recently published data on taxa with
revised nomenclature, are likely to be underrepresented in global databases. This needs to
be considered to avoid data bias in trans-regional biodiversity studies. In our checklist, the
current state of representation of Canary Island plants in these databases is protocolled,
even though such data repositories will further develop towards higher completeness and
representation. This comparison serves as orientation on the reliability of research that
uses such open data sources without scrutinising and comparing every single species.

In addition to published floras and plant lists, we reviewed the current botanical
literature, focusing on studies about recently documented established non-native species
and taxonomic studies for selected species groups [77–108]. These studies are sources for
additional species records and changes in plant names, which are not yet included in global
or regional databases.

To indicate taxa that are highly debated compared to others, we checked the number
of published synonyms in POWO. Infraspecific taxa such as subspecies and varieties are
also listed if they are officially published. We separate our analyses for different taxonomic
levels. In some genera (e.g., Aeonium, Micromeria) a series of hybrids are described. Hybrids
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are listed in a separate table in order not to ignore this aspect of biodiversity, but also to
show that such organisms, that might appear with a certain regularity, have not evolved
(yet) to accepted species.

Finally, we suggest an updated plant list including information on the spatial dis-
tribution of taxa across the Canary Islands and their status. We classify native species
as probably native and surely native. Non-native species were categorised as probably
non-native in cases where this is not certain, surely non-native and invasive non-native (i.e.,
intruding into and substantially modifying natural ecosystems). The term “non-native” is
being used as a synonym of the term “alien”. Our study aims to improve the picture of
the currently existing taxa on the island, but also to acknowledge that numerous taxa are
unanimous or under debate.

3. Results

This new FloCan checklist informs about the current state of knowledge of the flora
of the Canary Islands considering regional floras and international taxonomic databases
as well as specific publications (Supplement Materials Part S1–S6). It aims at providing
a transparent overview of the acceptance of species and infraspecific names, suggesting
a revised checklist. The total number of accepted taxa in this checklist sums up to 2812
(1781 native, 1031 non-native), comprising 2416 species (1452 native, 964 non-native) and
396 infraspecific taxa (329 native, 67 non-native) (Supplement Materials Part S1, Main Table
for species and Infraspecific taxa)”.

There are substantial differences between islands in the number and proportion of
native and non-native taxa, species, and infraspecific taxa (A species list can be found in
Supplement Materials Part S2). The proportion of native taxa is high for the arid islands
with less topographic diversity in the eastern part of the archipelago (Fuerteventura and
Lanzarote) (Figure 2). Islands with a large human population such as Tenerife or Gran
Canaria posess a large number of non-native species. Generally, there are not many
non-native infraspecific taxa, which reflects that such biota are an indicator of ongoing
speciation.
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Supplement Materials Part S2). The proportion of native taxa is high for the arid islands 
with less topographic diversity in the eastern part of the archipelago (Fuerteventura and 
Lanzarote) (Figure 2). Islands with a large human population such as Tenerife or Gran 
Canaria posess a large number of non-native species. Generally, there are not many non-
native infraspecific taxa, which reflects that such biota are an indicator of ongoing 
speciation. 

 
Figure 2. Categories of native and non-native taxa in the Canary Islands and for the individual islands El Hierro (H), La
Palma (P), La Gomera (G), Tenerife (T), Gran Canaria (C), Fuerteventura (F) and Lanzarote (L) based on the here presented
checklist. Proportions are given at the level of all taxa, and separately for species and infra specific taxa (sub-species and
varieties). Absolute numbers of taxa are given below the pie charts. Generally, the proportion of accepted native infraspecific
units (subspecies, varieties) is higher compared with the accepted species. Highest numbers of taxa are listed for the large
islands with pronounced topography and diverse climatic conditions.
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Within the native taxa (Figure 3), we find a consistent proportion of endemic taxa
between approx. 20 and 40 per cent. The proportion of single-island endemic species (SIE)
is only higher in comparison with multi-island (archipelago) endemics (MIE) for the sum
of all taxa and species across all islands. On individual islands, the proportion of MIE is
always larger than that of SIE. The arid islands with less pronounced relief again show
comparable patterns, dominated by native species that are non-endemic. Surprisingly, the
proportion (and absolute number) of SIE is very small also for El Hierro, whereas the other
mountainous islands exhibit a consistently high proportion of SIE. Infraspecific taxa exhibit
higher proportions of SIE and MIE compared to species or taxa level consistently for all
individual islands but show the opposite pattern for the entire archipelago.
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Figure 3. Categories for native taxa subdivided into native non-endemic species (blue), multi-island endemics (green) and
single island endemics (yellow). Proportions are given at the level of all taxa, and separately for species and infraspecific
taxa (sub-species and varieties). Absolute numbers of taxa are given below the pie charts (n). The relations are illustrated
for the entire Canary Islands archipelago (All islands) and for the individual islands El Hierro (H), La Palma (P), La Gomera
(G), Tenerife (T), Gran Canaria (C), Fuerteventura (F) and Lanzarote (L). Surprisingly, approximately one quarter of all
species in the entire archipelago are SIE. The highest proportions of endemic taxa relate to the islands with pronounced
topography and diverse climatic conditions (H, P, G, T, C).

As this FloCan checklist provides an updated list of plant taxa, including their repre-
sentation in other existing floras and databases, we want to illustrate to what degree other
lists are deviating from the here suggested taxonomy (Figure 4). Uncertainty is generally
high for infraspecific taxa. The reflection of accepted taxa is good in GBIF. However, many
accepted taxa, mainly endemic and infraspecific taxa are not well represented in the TRY
database, which can cause bias in ecological studies.
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Figure 4. Representation of the accepted taxa suggested in this checklist for the Canary Islands in
global databases. (a) for all taxa, (b) for species, and (c) for infraspecific taxa (subspecies and varieties).
Note that scales for (a,b) do not begin with 0 taxa/species but start at 50% of each individual y-axis
to work out differences. Axis (c) for infraspecific taxa start in 0. Numbers of accepted taxa diverge
between POWO and WFO, reflecting that POWO was taken as a reference. COL numbers are close to
those of POWO, which supports the decision to select this database for reference. The patterns for
individual islands resemble the pattern of the entire archipelago.

Generally, the compiled list of taxa is well reflected in two currently applied reference
lists for the flora of the Canary Islands [22,34] (Figure 5). However, a substantial number
of taxa appear in these lists as not-accepted synonyms, and also in international reference
databases (Figure 4).

In addition to the main checklist, we add a list of currently not considered taxa
that were published for the Canary Islands before, illustrating the reason for exclusion
such as being a synonym of another accepted taxon or an obviously erroneous record
or misunderstanding (Supplement Materials Part S5). As it does not make sense to list
all synonyms ever published, which can sum up to more than 100 for a single species,
we report those synonyms in detail in Supplement Materials Part S6 that are used in the
above-mentioned datasets and floras referred to in this checklist to guide readers towards
accepted names in this checklist.
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Figure 5. Comparing numbers of the here presented FloCan Checklist (without hybrid taxa, synonyms, and non-naturalized
ornamental garden and park plants) with the Atlantis database [22] and with the taxa of Muer et al. [34] separately for (a)
taxa, (b) species and (c) infraspecies (subspecies, varieties). Categories given are “not listed” in the respective database,
“listed as synonym” and “accepted”. This comparison illustrates how many of the accepted taxa in FloCan are also reflected
in other established references.

Published hybrids are listed in addition, in a separate list (Supplement Materials Part
S3), as this field is highly likely to be incomplete, and less clearly regulated. Particularly in
specific genera (e.g., Micromeria) several hybrids are described. As hybrid speciation can be
an important process, hybrids contribute to the biodiversity of the Canary Islands.

Furthermore, we add a list of not (yet) naturalized plants planted in gardens and parks
(Supplement Materials Part S4), focusing on recorded perennial, long-lived plants because
those species might naturalise and establish in the future. This list contains non-native
exotic species that have not been found and reported yet to produce natural offspring. The
species of this list are not included in the here presented analyses as we could not compile
an exhaustive list of these species given the information available.
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In Table 1, we provide a comparison for the taxa accepted in the FloCan Checklist
(Supplement Materials Part S1, Main Table) with other modern plant lists such as Atlantis
Biota or Muert et al. Major differences relate to the consideration of recently recorded
non-native species, but also to taxonomic revisions.

Table 1. Numbers of accepted plant taxa (families, genera, species, subspecies, varieties) in the
FloCan checklist for the Canary Island archipelago in comparison with other current plant lists
(Atlantis, Muer) and with reference to the accepted taxa in international taxonomic data bases Plants
of the World Online (POWO), Catalogue of Life (COL), World Flora Online (WFO), GBIF and TRY.

Taxonomic
Level FloCan Atlantis

Biota
Muer
et al. POWO COL WFO GBIF TRY

Year 2021 2021 2016 2021 2021 2021 2021 2021

Families 171 162 155 171 166 164 170 166
Genera 863 747 699 854 815 775 832 788
Species 2416 2050 1834 2370 2207 2022 2284 1965

Infraspecifics 396 295 222 247 264 125 329 74

Differences in the number of families are related to deviating reflection of changes in
plant taxonomy and systematics. The splitting up of the family Scrophulariaceae is one of
several examples of fundamental changes in plant families. Additionally, the increasing
consideration and recording of exotic species contributes to an increase in plant families,
respectively.

Progress in the exploration of species and in systematics reveals that a flora (plant
list) is a moving target due to processes such as the increasing identification of endemism
(Table 2) through records of new species or molecular identification of their taxonomic
separation. Another process contributing to the ongoing changes in regional biodiversity
is the establishment of non-native species (Table 3). Both processes are considered in the
updated FloCan checklist.

Table 2. Numbers of endemic species and endemic infraspecific taxa (subspecies, varieties) in current
plant lists of the Canary Island archipelago.

Taxonomic Level FloCan Atlantis Biota Muer et al.

Year 2021 2021 2016

Species 608 541 499
Infraspecifics 197 147 152

Table 3. Numbers of non-native species and non-native infraspecific taxa (subspecies, varieties) in
current plant lists of the Canary Island archipelago.

Taxonomic Level FloCan Atlantis Biota Muer et al.

Year 2021 2021 2016

Species 964 781 662
Infraspecifics 67 44 16

4. Discussion

This new checklist reflects the current state of knowledge on the Flora of the Canary
Islands, one of the most important evolutionary arenas in the holarctic realm [109]. This
knowledge is under constant change and development. Therefore, it seems impossible to
provide one final product, even in the case of the Canary Islands archipelago, which has
been subject to botanical studies since the beginning of the 19th century. New species are
still being found that were not known to science before, while small endemic populations of
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species are at the brink of extinction. Additionally, new non-native species are introduced
as crops, ornamental plants or accidentally, and then may become established in the natural
or semi-natural environment close to settlements or along roadsides. Some of these species
become invasive, intruding into natural communities, and modifying ecosystems and
their functioning, partly resulting in a deterioration of ecosystem services. Such ongoing
and even accelerated changes resulting from the mostly undersaturated floras of islands
combined with increasing connectivity due to transport and traffic make island biota a
moving target.

For only very few taxa, no occurrence records could be attributed to specific islands,
although these taxa occur or have occurred in the archipelago. Such species are listed in
some sources as occurring in the archipelago, but without a precise location on specific
islands or without confirmation during the last decades. One endemic plant species
(Solanum nava Webb. & Berthel.) is likely completely extinct now, although this was already
thought to be the case in the 1970s. One species has most likely become regionally extinct
(Grammitis quaerenda Bolle), and three others have not been recorded for years (Glinus
lotoides L., Hypecoum procumbens L., Picris hieracioides L.). Nevertheless, such taxa were not
excluded as there is a chance of rediscovery. Other species with no clear local records in this
list are part of complex groups that require specialist knowledge (e.g., Taraxacum campylodes
G.E. Haglund). Currently missing clear local records also apply to some ornamental
plants such as Acanthus spinosus L., Amphilophium crucigerum (L.) L.G. Lohmann, or Syagrus
weddelliana (H.Wendl.) Becc. and to some tree species that have been planted in forestry
(e.g., Pinus sylvestris L.).

In Supplement Materials Part S4 we provide an additional list of plant species recorded
in gardens and parks. This list aims to create awareness about possible additional invasion
processes even if the specimens do not yet show natural regeneration and dispersal. We
encourage, however, the monitoring of these species, as some of these have been recorded
to become invasive in other places of the world (e.g., Artemisia absinthium L.). Some
herbaceous species on this list, such as Sanguisorba minor L. could naturalise rapidly
without necessarily becoming invasive. As several of these garden and park species are
trees and shrubs, they might invade and modify natural ecosystems. Nevertheless, such
a list can only be incomplete as there is a constant import of ornamental plants. For the
reasons of non-proven natural regeneration and incompleteness, this list was separated
from the general checklist. Consequently, the main FloCan checklist does not comprise
these ornamental garden plants. Here, we exclude them from the analyses, even if they can
become non-native members of the natural vegetation quite rapidly.

Progress in taxonomy and systematics results in modified attribution of organisms
to species, subspecies and even genera and families. This may be uncomfortable for
practitioners that are used to specific terms and may even affect legal regulations with fixed
terminology and nomenclature, but it is an intrinsic and essential condition of botanical
sciences. Because of this continuously ongoing struggle to improve the understanding
of nature, there is no complete agreement on all facets of taxonomy within the scientific
community. Even if there are clear rules and regulations for accepting a scientific name,
it may take time until such insights are generally accepted and translated into floristic
inventories. However, deviating viewpoints will always exist.

Global databases are “work in progress” constantly being subject to change. Moreover,
they can be incomplete, particularly for island biota. This applies mainly to the TRY
database [72], which includes only very few infraspecific taxa, does not inform about
species names’ authors (which can result in errors due to synonyms), and misses many
endemic species. However, the frequent use of such sources in large-scale studies implies
the necessity to clarify to which degree island biota are covered and which restrictions
need to be considered.

A global invader can serve as an example for a possible confusion of plant names.
Pennisetum setaceum (Forssk.) Chiov. appears in GBIF [71] as Pennisetum setaceum (Forssk.)
Chiov. as well as Cenchrus setaceus (Forssk.) Morrone, with deviating occurrence records
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for the Canary Islands. A total of 8970 records are provided for C. setaceus for all Canary
Islands but only 4473 records are given for P. setaceum, including no reference for the
island La Gomera (status 28 June 2021). This illustrates that a critical screening of available
data is recommended because this is just one species, and a fully automated data mining
can hardly recognise such errors that can even occur for widespread species when the
nomenclature has changed or synonyms have been published. This species is listed in our
checklist as Cenchrus setaceus (Forssk.) Morrone. This is also the name of the species in
the Atlantis Biota data base of the Cabildo Insular of the Canary Islands [22]. However,
it appears under a synonym in Muer et al. [34]. Our reference database for international
standards, Plants of the World Online [67], also accepts this name, as well as Catalogue of
Life [70], whereas it is seen as ambiguous in World Flora Online [68]. Comparable thorough
screening across databases was done for all taxa in our checklist.

If endemic plants on oceanic islands are seen as a reflection of ongoing evolutionary
processes, infraspecific variation cannot be ignored. Subspecies or varieties may not be very
precisely defined and can be seen as beyond the biological species concept. However, speci-
ation has many facets, including hybrid speciation and apomixis. Hence, biogeographical
assessments which are aiming to characterise the moving target of evolution cannot ignore
such infraspecific units. Again, it was Charles Darwin who was very aware of this fact. In
August 1857 he wrote to J.D. Hooker: “I am got extremely interested in tabulating according to
mere size of genera, the species having any varieties marked by greek letters or otherwise: the result
as far as I have yet gone seems to me one of the most important arguments I have yet met with, that
varieties are only small species—or species only strongly marked varieties. The subject is in many
ways so very important for me; I wish much you would think of any well-worked Floras with from
1000–2000 species, with the varieties marked. It is good to have hair-splitters & lumpers” [110].
Hopefully, Charles Darwin would have been happy with the plant list provided herewith.

Today, big data algorithms are applied in biogeographic research relying on the
correctness of species names, records and occurrence. (e.g., [38–42,60,111,112]). Such
analyses are dependent on the expert knowledge fed into databases and their maintenance
and quality control. However, there are many sources of error in databases because
real-time control cannot be implemented and autotomized, or AI (artificial intelligence)
algorithms are not (yet) able to replace expert knowledge, including specific challenges for
certain taxa that exhibit, for instance, apomictic processes for reproduction. Additionally,
the progress in phylogenetic research is not equal across taxonomic groups, with some
being more thoroughly scrutinised because there is a larger scientific community working
with these. In contrast, others are more neglected with the consequence of a possibly
outdated nomenclature.

The Canary Islands are of outstanding importance to biodiversity covered by the
European Union and should be considered strongly in the implementation of the EU
Biodiversity Strategy for 2030 [113]. Ongoing land use changes, pressures related to tourism,
climate change and additionally, the negative impact of introduced alien herbivores [114]
are calling for a reinforced commitment in nature conservation [115]. The designation of
protected areas is a common tool in conservation, requiring a sound knowledge of the
uniqueness of biota, including infraspecific taxa. Databases and checklists are an important
basis for such strategies [116]. The Canary Island protected area network is a work in
progress. Besides the management of protected areas, the entire archipelago should be
seen as a cradle of nature [109]. To achieve the objective to preserve its biodiversity of the
future, laws and regulations need to be efficiently implemented, but in addition, enhanced
support in human resources and financial endowment is required.

This FloCan checklist is the result of an in-depth survey on regional literature and
web-based platforms, including own experience, data recording in the field and screening
of international standard databases. It reflects the current understanding of taxa and the
recent information about species records. Each flora, however, is a work in progress or
can even be seen as a “moving target”. Additional non-native species can be expected to
establish, and even endemic species not yet known to science can be discovered in remote
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places. Additionally, cryptic taxa can be hidden under the disguise of morphological
similarity and will be detectable with molecular methods. Here, we update the state of
knowledge in the present moment. Nevertheless, our transparent approach to illustrate
converging, but also deviating perceptions and points of view in common plant lists enables
more critical and realistic biogeographical assessments.

5. Conclusions

The Canary Island archipelago is a hotspot of plant endemism and a safe site for
remnant populations of plant taxa that have become extinct on neighbouring continents
during Pleistocene and even Holocene climatic fluctuations. The oceanic climate, combined
with pronounced topography, offers suitable habitats for a wide range of species and plant
functional groups. However, the total species richness is, like on all islands, relatively
low due to dispersal filters. Non-native species have become abundant since humans
contributed to their transport, establishment, and provision of disturbed and anthropogenic
habitats. Processes that are contributing to phytodiversity, such as invasion, extinction, or
evolution, are progressing with varying momentum and different speeds. Furthermore,
they do not proceed equally on all islands or in all ecosystems. The global importance
of the Canary Islands requires a continuous survey and monitoring of biodiversity. The
FloCan checklist aims to reflect the state of knowledge in July 2021 and is very likely to be
amended and adapted in the future. Progress in phylogenetics may modify the status of
well-known taxa. Still, new species are being discovered, and more and more non-native
species are likely to become establish and detected. Additionally, ornamental plants may
start regenerating after a lag period or develop possible invasive population dynamics
under climate change. Therefore, this study explicitly includes many non-native plants
that were missing in previous lists. Being adapted to the current international taxonomy
standards, this list can be used for trans-regional or even global biogeographical studies.
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article/10.3390/d13100480/s1, Part S1: FloCan Main List (Accepted plant species and infraspecific
taxa); Part S2: FloCan Plant Species List; Part S3: Published hybrids (not included in biogeographical
analyses); Part S4: Recorded non-naturalized garden plants and plants in public places such as parks
(not included in biogeographical analyses); Part S5: List of previously reported plants that were
excluded and explanation for exclusion; Part S6: Synonyms used in currently published plant lists
(but not accepted in FloCan).
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