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Short note

Ll)RONIUM NATANS, A RARE SPECIES IN THE IBERIAN PENINSULA
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ABSTRACT. - The morphological similarity between Luronium natans and Baldellia
alpestris, and their co-occurrence at some sites, has led to a degree of confusion in the litera­
ture about the current status of L. natans in the Iberian Peninsula. Recent publications have
suggested that there are only 4 small populations of this species in the Iberian Peninsula. Here
we report an additional 11 small populations, in NW Spain. We also discuss its morphology
and differentiation from B. alpestris, and aspects of its biology and ecology.
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INTRODUCTION

Luronium natans (L.) Rafin. (Alismataceae)
is included within the Atlantic species phytogeo­
graphical group (ARTs & DEN HARTOG 1990). It is
a palaeoendemic (COOK 1983). It occurs in fresh­
water (RoDRIGUEZ-OUBl:NA et al. 1997), and like
other freshwater species it is currently rare and
threatened (Anon. 1982), as recognized in Annex
I of the Berne Convention (1979) and in the
Habitats Directive 92143/EC (Annex II).

In the Iberian Peninsula, where it has recent­
ly been catalogued as an endangered species
(AIzPURU et al. 2000), it is likewise a rare plant,
with a highly dispersed distribution mainly in
high-altitude wetlands (> 1300 m a.s.l.), although
it has been reported from NW Spain at much
lower altitude (RODRIGUEZ-OUBINA & ORTIZ 1991).
More recently, it has been reported to be extinct in
NW Spain (ORTIZ et al. 1997).

If we additionally bear in mind the frequent
confusion of this plant with the Iberian endemic
Baldellia alpestris (Cosson) Lafnz (LAfNZ 1967,
AMrcH & ELIAS 1985, RODRIGUEZ-OUBINA & ORTIZ
1991, GUILLEN et al. '1998), it seems likely that its
already fragmented distribution has become even
more fragmented and reduced during the last
decades.

Here, we report on 11 new populations of
Luronium natans from NW Spain. We also report
briefly on its morphology and differentiation froin
B. alpestris, as well as some aspects of its biology
and ecology.

MATERIAL AND METHODS

We fIrst reviewed all published information on the
presence of this taxon in Iberia, and consulted docu­
mentation in all herbaria with Iberian material (BCN,
JACA, LOU, LUGO, MA, MAF, SANT), where possi­
ble with direct examination.
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During the period 2000 - 2002, we visited all sites
in the Iberian Peninsula from which this species has
been reported, as well as a number of other sites at
which it might potentially occur. When the species was
detected, we recorded geographical location, habitat,
and phenological data.

RESULTS

TAXONOMIC IDENTIFICATION

Our herbarium studies indicate that
Luronium natans and Baldellia alpestris continue
to be confused in the Iberian Peninsula. Some
characters can be added to those already known to
differentiate the two taxa (HEYWOOD 1980), espe­
cially before fruit formation. Specifically, in B.
alpestris the pointed tip of the fruit is longer and
curved, while the achenes (> 16) are arranged in a
globose head. By contrast, in L. natans the fruits
« 12) have a wider and more club-shaped tip,
located at the same height in the receptaculum
(see Fig. 1). Also useful is the strong, coriander­
like smell produced by B. alpestris on collection,
as noted by RODRiGUEZ-OUBINA & ORTIZ (1991).

DISTRIBUTION

The first Iberian records of this taxon were
from Galicia and La Rioja (WILLKOMM 1861).
Subsequently FONT QUER (1924) reported it from
the Sierra de Neila (Burgos). There were subse­
quently other reports, though the first report
which can be confumed on the basis of existing
herbarium material is that of PERDIGO (1983) from
the Central Pyrenees. Its presence in Galicia was
confirmed more recently (see ROmUGUEZ-OUBINA
& ORTIZ 1991), and in the last decade it has also
been reported from Avila, Burgos and Soria
where, as in Galicia, it may co-occur with
Baldellia alpestris. In Galicia, despite the earlier
1991 report, L. natans was recently classed as
extinct (ORTIZ et al. 1997), but we have recently
found it at 11 sites in the Terra CM area of Lugo
Province, northwest of Iberian Peninsula (Table 1
and Fig. 2). Only one of these sites has been pre­
viously reported.

ECOLOGY

In the Iberian Peninsula, L. natans has been
recorded from altitudes between 400 m (Terra
CM) and 1900 m (Sierra de Neila). However,
most populations are located at altitudes between
386 and 440 m (Table 1).

It occurs in shallow pools, channels, or lake
margins, and also in slow-flowing parts of rivers
and streams. The densest populations are found in
lentic habitats, although we have found that some
populations show temporal instability, and indeed
may disappear from one year to the next.
Flowering at low-altitude sites appears to be relat­
ed to water depth: it tends to be earlier in water
bodies that dry up in the summer, and later in per­
manent water bodies.

CONCLUSIONS

The apparently contradictory information in
the literature on L. natans is probably due not
only to its morphological similarity with B.
alpestris, but also to the fact that at some sites
these species co-occur.

Currently, a total of 15 small populations of
L natans are known in the Iberian Peninsula, of
which 11 are newly reported here. Most of the
populations (about 75% of all Iberian popula­
tions) are located in northwest Spain at around
400 m a.s.l, in both lentic and slow-flowing lotic
habitats.

The highly fragmented distribution of L.
natans in the Iberian Peninsula has meant that it
has been considered as rare. This fragmentation
does not appear to be attributable simply to scarci­
ty of appropriate habitat, since as in other coun­
tries (WILLBY & EATON 1993, GREULICH et al.
2000) it appears in rather diverse freshwater habi­
tats.

We do not know whether its rarity is attribut­
able to an inefficient reproductive strategy (see
SCULTHORPE 1967, KAy et al. 1999). Certainly, we
have observed sexual reproduction at almost all of
the 15 sites reported here, with fruit production
apparently similar to that observed by other
authors in other European ~ountries (see
CHARLTON 1999, KAy et al. 1999). . ,
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FIG. 1. - Luronium natans : A, habit (SANT 17719/1) ; B, receptaculum; C, detail of fruit. Baldellia alpestris : D, habit
(SANT 29464) ; E, detail of receptaculum; F, achene.
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FIG. 2. - Known locations of Luronium natans in the Iberian Peninsula (black circles). The shaded area shows the wider
distribution of Baldellia alpestris, as deduced from previous publications and herbarium material.
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