
Agave americana 
(Mexico, southern U.S.A.; widely naturalized and invasive)

This is by far the commonest species of Agave in the Canary Islands. It is 
omnipresent now, even at higher altitudes and in remote areas. It is highly 
invasive and competes with other introduced succulents such as Opuntia 
ficus-indica, leaving no place left for the xerophilous native vegetation.
Agave americana is a large species with glaucous, heavily armed leaves. 
The terminal spine is strongly decurrent, a feature not encountered in the 
other species of Agave in the area. Two ± distinct ‘races’ are discernible: 
a massive but rather harmless plant with weak leaves that are usually 
drooping to one side) and a medium-sized, highly invasive variety 
(var. expansa?) with erect to stiffly spreading leaves.

Agave angustifolia 
(Mexico, Central America to Panama; naturalized in South Africa, 
Australia)

Widely grown for ornament (especially a cultivar named ‘Marginata’). 
Recently discovered in the wild in the southern part of Gran Canaria 
where it can be considered locally naturalized on rocky, sun-exposed 
slopes.
This species is morphologically very diverse (the populations currently 
found in Gran Canaria belong to several different ‘races’). It is the wild 
progenitor of both A. fourcroydes and A. sisalana with which species it 
shares the narrow, ensiform leaves. It is distinguished by the lack of a 
± distinct stem and is much smaller in stature, leaf size and width, etc.

Agave attenuata 
(Mexico) 

One of the most popular agave species in the Canary Islands, it probably 
does not reproduce from seeds. It is, however, often found by roadsides 
and ravines where it easily establishes itself from discarded garden waste.
This species has a very characteristic spicate, gracefully curved 
inflorescence. Its leaves are glaucous, ovate-acuminate with smooth 
margins. A terminal spine is absent. With age it produces a distinct, 
naked stem.

Agave desmettiana 
(Mexico?; naturalizing in the southern U.S.A.)

Reproducing from bulbils and then readily germinating in the vicinity 
of planted individuals. Escaped plants have been recorded in at least 
two localities in northern Gran Canaria. At present it is considered an 
ephemeral alien.
This species somehow resembles A. attenuata in foliage but has recurved 
leaves with very minute, regularly spaced marginal teeth and a terminal 
spine. Its inflorescence is paniculate (not spicata) and a stem is not 
produced.

Agave fourcroydes 
(unknown in the wild; widely naturalized)

A frequent escape in the Canary Islands that is much increasing lately. 
It is naturalized and locally shows some incipient invasive behavior. 
Neither fruits nor seeds are known in A. fourcroydes, it exclusively 
reproduces clonally: maturing inflorescences bear numerous bulbils that 
easily root after being dropped.
Agave fourcroydes is a domesticated form of A. angustifolia and only 
differs in being taller and coarser: with age a ± distinct stem is produced 
and leaves are usually at least 100 cm long. A very similar species 
(or perhaps only a cultivar?) with very glaucous leaves is naturalized in 
a single locality. (see photos on top)

Agave salmiana 
(Mexico; naturalized in southwestern Europe, South Africa)

This massive species is known since the 1970’s from northern Gran 
Canaria where it is naturalized in scattered populations. Up to present it 
was erroneously referred to as A. ferox.
Agave salmiana resembles A. americana in vigor and stature but its 
leaves are dull green (not glaucous) and wider; leaf marginal teeth are 
very pronounced. Its inflorescence is more pyramidal (with the longest 
branches below middle) and bracts are large and fleshy.

Agave sisalana 
(unknown in the wild; widely naturalized)

A frequent escape in the Canary Islands that is much increasing lately. 
It is naturalized and locally shows some incipient invasive behavior. 
Neither fruits nor seeds are known in A. sisalana, it exclusively 
reproduces clonally: maturing inflorescences bear numerous bulbils that 
easily root after being dropped.
Agave sisalana has straight narrow leaves with comparatively parallel, 
smooth margins (prickles absent or very few near base).
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The Canary Islands have an extraordinary endemic flora 
that includes a high number of often tiny succulents that 
are adapted to the local xeric climate. In recent times, 
however, the composition of the local succulent flora 
dramatically changed: some of the native species are at 
risk and are increasingly replaced by taller, aggressive 
alien succulents, from families such as Cactaceae and 
Agavaceae.
Agave L. is a New World genus, growing naturally from 
the southern U.S.A., Mexico and Central America, the 
whole Caribbean region to northern South America. 
Numerous species are economically important (fiber, 
sisal, beverages like tequila, etc.) or are cultivated as 
ornamentals, especially in Mediterranean climates.  
 

Some of these easily reproduce (clonally and/or sexually) 
and rapidly turn from ornamental to detrimental. 
The genus is popular in gardens in the Canary Islands 
even though the most widely grown species (A. americana) 
also has become a pernicious weed, swamping thousands 
of hectares.
In the past years it became apparent that in addition to 
Agave americana other species of the genus have escaped 
from cultivation in the Canary Islands and that at least 
some of these are locally naturalized, some even showing 
incipient invasive behavior. A preliminary overview is 
here presented of the species diversity of Agave in the wild 
in the Canary Islands, with emphasis on their recognition 
and degree of naturalization.
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