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ABSTRACT - From the data gathered in FloraCat, a synthesis of the herbaceous hygrophilous communities 

of Catalonia is presented, under the form of a phytocoenological sheme. 100 associations have been 

considered, as clearly documented through relevés from the area. For each one, the biogeographic 

character, the frequency or rarity in the area and the level of knowledge is expressed in the same 

scheme. Most of the associations are rare or very rare in general, and mainly those of Mediterrane-

an character, which represent in most cases tiny spots of particular vegetation within xerophilous 

landscapes. As for phytocoenological knowledge, Boreo-Alpine communities are more or less well 

known, whereas data on Mediterranean associations are much more sparse, a half of them being 

poorly to very poorly known.
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INTRODUCTION

In recent years the need for vegetation surveys has become increasingly appa-
rent at all scales, for a number of reasons. Following several decades of geographical 
research, syntaxonomic surveys are now seen as representing an improvement in our 
understanding of vegetation, and also a good tool in land management.

In Catalonia, phytocoenological sampling has resulted in more than 14,000 
relevés corresponding to 611 estimated associations (Font et al., 1998). As all this 
data are computerized and available for retrievals, it seems adequate to undertake a 
comprehensive vegetation conspectus of the area, which is at present being produced 
(Ninot et al., in press). Such a conspectus is based on a rough analysis of the published 
or available relevés, and implies both taxonomical and nomenclatural definition of 
associations and subassociations. As a result, these vegetation units become described 
in terms of their structure, species definition, ecology, distribution and variability; and 
also classified in the appropriate syntaxonomical scheme.

In this paper, we summarize a first part of the Conspectus, which corresponds to 
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the hygrophilous herbaceous vegetation, from the free-floating carpets of Lemnetea 
to the Mediterranean rush communities of Molinio-Holoschoenion and including hay 
meadows and related communities (Arrhenatheretalia). 

MATERIAL AND METHOD

The data bank FloraCat, created and managed by X. Font at the University 
of Barcelona, contains all the known relevés of vegetation of Catalonia, plus few 
thousands more from neighbouring regions (Valencian countries, northern Spain, 
southern France, Balearic islands; Font & Ninot, 1995). In the area of Catalonia, the 
distribution of the relevés reveal some irregularities, both at the syntaxonomical and 
at the geographical aspects (fig. 1; Font et al., 1998). More than 150 associations have 
been reported by means of 3 or fewer relevés, i.e. a high percentage of syntaxa are 
very poorly known; and several blank areas, or terrae ignotae, have been uncovered. 
The most sampled areas lie in the northern part of Catalonia, which corresponds to 
Pyrenean ranges, and also in some mountain areas nearby to Barcelona, connected 
to the fact that these areas are more diverse and better conserved than lowlands. On 
the contrary, recent phytocoenological studies referred to Mediterranean lowlands 
are scarce.

We have focused this survey on the association level. Bibliographic retrieval 
allowed us to list the associations cited, from which finally only those clearly docu-
mented (i.e., as a rule with relevés from the area) have been considered; and also to 
synthesize into indexes three general aspects for each one: biogeographical character, 
rarity/abundance and knowledge level.

Three main biogeographic regions have been considered: Mediterranean (M; 
most of lowlands and some dry, southern mountains), Medio-European (E; humid sub-
Montane and Montane belts of the mountains) and Boreo-Alpine (A; high mountain 
in the Pyrenees).

Rarity/abundance, expressed from RR to CC, is referred both to the frequency of a 
given association in the whole area and to its dominance in the landscape when present. 
It cannot take its maximum (CC) for none of the communities here considered.

As for the phytocoenological knowledge, the associations have been classified 
into four levels, according to the number of relevés of each one and their geographic 
distribution in relation to its abundance index. Among the four levels considered, I 
means a very poor knowledge (one or very few relevés available); II, insufficient 
knowledge (few relevés, often territorially biased; comprehensive syntheses not 
possible); IV, sufficient, fair knowledge (a few tens of relevés); and IV, good to very 
good knowledge (some tens of relevés, referred to the whole range of the association 
in Catalonia; sometimes a thorough revision).

RESULT AND DISCUSSION

The result of this survey is summarized in table 1, in which the associations 
are arranged in a syntaxonomical scheme. A first noticeable aspect is the fair 
diversity of the herbaceous hygrophilous vegetation in Catalonia. 100 associa-
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Fig. 1 - Intensity of phytocoenological sampling in Catalonia, expressed from the number of relevés 

per 10 x 10 UTM square gathered in FloraCat.

tions (most of them diversified into subassociations) have been documented 
in the area, which means more than 16% of the whole vegetation diversity of 
Catalonia. 

Whithin the vegetation here considered, a high proportion of communities 
are rare; half of them have been labeled as RR in the table. As most of the species 
included in these communities occur only under more or less specific ecological 
conditions, and given that water resources hold a rising human pressure, these 
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turns them into threatened or endangered. Mediterranean hygrophilous vegetation 
is clearly more sparse and rare in lowlands than Alpine and Medio-European 
analogous communities are in the mountains. Moreover, although no precise 
data are available, Mediterranean vegetation holds worse conservation degree 
and stronger threats.

In general, the phytocoenological knowledge of the herbaceous hygrophi-
lous vegetation is low (fig. 2). Especially for the Mediterranean communities, 
data are scarce or rare, and very often geographically biased. Only one Mediter-
ranean association may be considered well known, and almost the half are documented 
only through one or very few relevés. This will clearly provide preferent objectives 
in our research planning. Medio-European vegetation seems better known, as one 
third of the communities are sufficiently known, and Boreo-Alpine communities are 
the best studied.

Fig. 2 - Number of associations per biogeographic type (M, Mediterranean; E, Medio-European; A, Boreo-

Alpine) and per knowledge level (I, very poor; II, insufficient; III, sufficient; IV, good).
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TABLE 1 - PHYTOCOENOLOGICAL SCHEME OF THE HYGROPHILOUS HERBACEOUS VEGETATION IN CATALONIA.

FOR EACH ASSOCIATION THE INDEXES MEAN: BIOGEOGRAPHICAL CHARACTER (M, MEDITERRANEAN;

E, MEDIO-EUROPEAN; A, BOREO-ALPINE), RARITY (FROM RR TO CC) AND KNOWLEDGE LEVEL

(I, VERY POOR; II, INSUFFICIENT; III, SUFFICIENT; IV, GOOD).
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ex Ninot et al. in press
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Chaeropyllo-Valerianrtum pyrenaicae Vigo & Carreras 1984
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