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ARCTOTHECA PROSTRATA (ASTERACEAE: ARCTOTIDEAE),
A SOUTH AFRICAN SPECIES NOW PRESENT IN MEXICO
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Abstract: Arctotheca prostrata is a South African species that has been introduced in other parts of the world, such as California
and Australia. Here we report the presence of A. prostrata for the first time in Mexico. To date we have detected the species in
nine sites south of Mexico City. The species shows weedy tendencies at each site. It is possible that A. prostrata arrived to Mexico
through horticulture and later escaped from cultivation. This species needs to be included in the list of Mexican prohibited weeds,
thus permitting the implementation of preventive strategies to avoid its spreading in the country.
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Resumen: Arctotheca prostrata es una especie sudafricana que se encuentra introducida en otras partes del mundo, tales como
California y Australia. En este articulo se da a conocer por primera vez la presencia de A. prostrata en México. Hasta el momento
la especie se ha detectado en nueve sitios al sur de la Ciudad de México. En cada localidad, la especie se comporta como maleza.
Es posible que A. prostrata haya llegado a México a través de la horticultura y posteriormente escapara de cultivo. Por tltimo, se
considera necesario incluir esta especie en la lista de malezas cuarentenarias para México y de esta manera establecer estrategias

preventivas para evitar su propagacion por el pafs.

Palabras clave: Arctotidinae, escapada de cultivo, malezas introducidas, malezas sudafricanas.

Arctotheca Vaill., a genus of the tribe Arctotideae, sub-
tribe Arctotidinae (Asteraceae), comprises five species
of decumbent or rosulate herbs (Mahoney and McKenzie,
2013). The species of Arctotheca share mostly lobed-pin-
natifid leaves, radiate, solitary capitula, sterile ray florets,
hermaphrodite and fertile disc florets, obovoid-elliptic, tan-
gentially flattened, 4-5 ribbed, and villous or glabrous cy-
pselae, and a pappus that is usually composed of a whorl
of scales shorter than the cypselae or absent (Bremer, 1994;
McKenzie et al., 2005; Karis, 2007).

Arctotheca occurs natively in South Africa and Mozam-
bique (Bremer, 1994; Karis, 2007); however, weedy species
such as Arctotheca calendula (L.) Levyns and A. prostrata
(Salisb.) Britten, occur as introduced elsewhere. In Cali-
fornia, A. calendula is considered a highly invasive weed
and listed by the California Exotic Pest Plant Council as
a weed with the potential to spread explosively (Mahoney
and McKenzie, 2008). In Australia, this species is also in-
vasive, found widespread on pastoral and agricultural lands

(Karis et al., 2009). In addition, Deluchi and Hurrel (2013)
report that A. calendula is introduced and weedy in Europe,
Palestine, Japan, New Zealand, Chile, and Argentina. In the
case of A. prostrata, this species is exotic in California and
according to Mahoney and McKenzie (2008), is an infertile
perennial that spreads vigorously by stolons along roadsides
and other disturbed sites. In this paper, we report the first
record of A. prostrata in Mexico. This is also the first record
of the genus Arctotheca in the country and the first record of
a truly weedy species of Arctotideae in Mexico.

Materials and methods

We detected an unknown Asteraceae weed in a disturbed
lawn near the School of Sciences, on the campus of the Uni-
versidad Nacional Auténoma de México (UNAM), south of
Mexico City (Table 1). We subsequently collected samples
and prepared herbarium specimens that were deposited in the
collection of the National Herbarium of Mexico (MEXU),
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Figure 1. Morphology of Arctotheca prostrata. A) rosulate scapiform habit. White bar = 7 cm. B) a stolon with young rosettes at nodes.
White bar = 7 cm. C) lyrate-pinnatifid leaves. White bar = 2 cm. D) a radiate head. White bar = 2 cm. All pictures taken near School of
Sciences, UNAM (see Table 1). Color photographs and additional photographs are available from the corresponding author.

as Hinojosa-Espinosa 580-1-5. By using the works of Karis
(2007) and Mahoney and Mckenzie (2013), we determined
the material as Arctotheca prostrata. Finally, we described
the species from fresh and herbarium materials.

Results

Arctotheca prostrata (Salisb.) Britten, J. Bot. 54: 61. 1916.
Perennial scapiform herbs, 5-52 cm high, somewhat fleshy,
provided with long stolons rooting at nodes. Leaves alter-
nate, aggregated in a basal rosette, lobulated to lyrate-pin-
natifid, petiolate, 5-30 cm long, conspicuously discolorous,
green and hirsute on the adaxial surface, white and wooly
on the abaxial surface. Heads solitary, radiate, showy, 2-
7 cm across when fresh; peduncles 5-30 cm long, usually
provided with hirsute purple hairs. Involucre campanulate
to hemispheric, 1-2 cm diameter; involucral bracts distinct,
graduated in 4-6 series. Ray florets neuter, 15-25, decidu-
ous, ligules oblong, with 3 apical teeth, 2-5 cm long, 0.3-
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0.6 cm wide, adaxially yellow, abaxially yellow and faintly
gray-greenish or purple tinged, four-veined. Disk florets
hermaphrodite and sterile, ca. 50, corollas tubular, with 5
teeth, yellow. Style cylindrical, thickened apically, minutely
bifid, with a ring of sweeping hairs well below the bifurca-
tion. Cypselas obovoid, compressed, whitish, not maturing,
densely woolly to glabrous. Pappus, a whorl of 7-9 scarious
scales, 0.5 mm long. Receptacle plane, alveolate, glabrous,
epaleate (Figure 1).

Although initially the species was observed in one site
near the School of Sciences, routine walks across the cam-
pus of UNAM have revealed that the species is more wide-
spread than previously thought (Table 1). So far, we have
observed the species in at least eight different sites at the
campus. Furthermore, we also have observed the species in
two lawns at the National Park “Bosque de Tlalpan”, which
is located approximately five kilometers south of UNAM.
In each locality, the species is weedy and shows invasive
tendencies through the production of stolons.
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Discussion

Members of the South African tribe Arctotideae are practi-
cally unknown in Mexico; however, they can be recognized
by their alternate leaves, usually radiate and heterogamous
heads and especially by their style, which is distally dilated
and has a ring of sweeping hairs well below the bifurcation
(Bremer, 1994; Karis, 2007). The Arctotidinae are character-
ized by free involucral bracts and four-veined ligules with
three apical teeth. Within this subtribe, the genus Arctotheca
is distinguished mainly by its neuter and sterile ray florets
and by its scapiform and rosulate habit (Karis, 2007). The
species A. prostrata is very similar to A. calendula; however
the latter is a fertile annual rosulate herb without stolons
(although sometimes it has decumbent stems that rarely root
at nodes), its rays are shorter (mostly 0.6-1.5 cm), and its
disc corollas are not completely yellow but proximally yel-
low and distally green to black (Mahoney and Mckenzie,
2013).

It is possible that A. prostrata arrived to Mexico through
cultivation and later escaped. The presence of the species in
lawns, grasslands, and gardens in the campus of UNAM and
in the national park “Bosque de Tlalpan” suggests that the
species was first introduced as ornamental and then started to
spread, as occurred in California (Mahoney and Mckenzie,
2013). It is worth noting that the only additional member of
Arctotideae recorded for Mexico is Gazania linearis (Thunb.)
Druce, which is a popular ornamental species in central Mex-
ico, and apparently its records only come from cultivated
plants (Villasefior et al., 2012). Similarly, all representatives
of Arctotideae currently registered for the United States are
considered introduced through horticulture (Mahoney and
Mckenzie, 2008). On the other hand, another possibility is
that dormant stolons of A. prostrata were introduced with soil
or blocks of grass used for gardens and lawns. This would
explain how the species has become scattered in lawns and
grasses without the production of viable seeds.

We do not discard the possibility that A. prostrata is more
widespread but has so far gone unnoticed. The species is rel-

atively easy to overlook because at first glance it resembles
the dandelion (Taraxacum officinale F.H. Wigg.), which is
widespread in Mexico (Villasefior et al., 2012); however,
the dandelion has concolored leaves and all of its florets
are ligulate, among other characters. In addition, the scarce
knowledge of the tribe Arctotideae in Mexico hinders the
recognition of its members.

The presence of Arctotheca prostrata in Mexico City
shows its ability to thrive in a wide range of environmental
conditions. According to Karis et al. (2009), many Arcto-
tidinae species naturalized abroad are present principally in
regions with Mediterranean-type climate. However, in Mex-
ico City the climate is temperate subhumid (Cw) (Jduregui-
Ostos, 2000). In addition, the altitudinal range at which A.
prostrata grows in Mexico (2267-2326 m) is much higher
than that at which it grows in California (<400 m) (Mahoney
and Mckenzie, 2013).

Finally, we consider it necessary to include A. prostrata
in the Mexican list of prohibited weeds (Diario Oficial de la
Federacion, 2000), and thus establish preventive strategies
to avoid its spreading in the country beyond the localities
identified until now. The species is undesirable because it
has a high invasive potential and due to its presence in a
national park (Bosque de Tlalpan) and close to an ecologi-
cal reserve housed by UNAM, the “Reserva Ecologica del
Pedregal de San Angel (REPSA)”. These two natural areas
are fragments of a formerly larger ecosystem that has been
deteriorating rapidly due to the accelerated expansion of
Mexico City (Castillo-Argtiero ef al., 2009). The REPSA,
which has considerable floristic diversity, currently suffers
the invasion of species that were not present before and that
threaten its native species and the dynamics of the ecologi-
cal reserve (Castillo-Argtiero et al., 2009).
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Table 1. Localities in which Arctotheca prostrata has been found to date in southern Mexico City.
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Universum Museum, UNAM
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Altitude (m) Habitat Population
2,326 Disturbed grass Wide colony
2,284 Garden lawn Several rosettes
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2,267 Garden Few rosettes
2,292 Disturbed grass Several rosettes
2,298 Median strip grass Several rosettes
2,284 Two lawns Several rosettes
2,279 Lawn Wide colony
2,317 Disturbed grass Few rosettes
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