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INTRODUCTION

The iconic genus of leaf succulents, Aloe L. (Asphodelace-
ae), is represented by approximately 157 endemic taxa on 
Madagascar and surrounding islands, and a further ± 470 
taxa in sub-Saharan Africa and the Arabian Peninsula. Aloes 
are of considerable economic importance and have many tra-
ditional uses. The natural products from the leaves of some 
species support local harvesting industries, and many species 
of Aloe are known in horticulture. However, non-sustainable 
collecting and habitat transformation presents a significant 
threat to the genus. In recent years, the systematics, taxon-
omy and conservation of Aloe have attracted much research 
attention and new species continue to be discovered. Con-
siderable advances have been made towards understanding 
the complex biology of the group, including pollination syn-

dromes, micromorphology, phytochemistry and molecular 
variation among species of Aloe.

The Aloes of the World Symposium, held during the 19th 
AETFAT Congress in Madagascar in 2010, showcased recent 
taxonomic and conservation research on the genus Aloe in 
general, in particular the work of contributors to the Aloe s 
of the World project. The AETFAT Congress is a well-es-
tablished and widely recognised opportunity for local and 
international scientists working on the floras of Africa and 
Western Indian Ocean Islands to gather and exchange ideas. 
With eight oral and three associated poster presentations, this 
dedicated symposium drew a wide audience at the congress. 
It proved a valuable occasion to discuss opportunities for the 
sustainable development of aloes throughout their range, and 
to establish and refresh collaborations among aloeologists. 
Current and anticipated outputs of the Aloes of the World 
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Background – The Old World genus Aloe L. comprises ± 630 species to which almost 1300 names have 
been applied. Members of the genus are prominent components of many, mainly arid, African landscapes. 
Aloes can be found in Africa (the majority of species), the Arabian Peninsula, Socotra, Madagascar and the 
Mascarene Islands. The berried aloes of the genus Lomatophyllum Willd. are included as a section of the 
genus Aloe for the purpose of this project. 
Aims – As part of the African Plants Initiative (JSTOR Plant Science), the Aloes of the World project aims 
to provide a comprehensive electronic facility that pulls together all relevant information and available 
images in a web-based, user-friendly information base. An electronic interactive key to the genus will also 
be produced. 
Results – The project has shown steady progress over the last five years since AETFAT 2007 in Cameroon. 
The database currently contains descriptions and additional information for ± 430 taxa, while several 
publications have resulted from the project.
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Figure 1 – Illustrated Lucid character list: Stem, fruit and inflorescence characters.

project were highlighted to generate support and recognition 
for this exciting component of the African Plants Initiative 
(JSTOR Plant Science, formerly ‘ALUKA’).

BACKGROUND TO THE  
ALOES OF THE WORLD PROJECT

The Aloes of the World Project aims to provide a compre-
hensive electronic facility that pulls together all relevant in-
formation and available images in a web-based, user-friendly 
information base. This is being achieved through an inter-
national collaborative effort that includes all interested aloe 
experts from around the globe. The project is funded by the 

Andrew W. Mellon Foundation through the African Plants 
Initiative (API).

Although there is a wealth of information available on 
the genus Aloe, the information is widely disbursed and inev-
itably not easily accessible to the global community of Aloe 
enthusiasts and interested gardeners. The Aloes of the World 
project aims to ensure that diverse information about repre-
sentatives of the genus is available online. A further aim is to 
build capacity and skill a new generation of Aloe specialists, 
through information, and knowledge transfer. The project 
hopes to generate interest among young scientists and thus 
create a vibrant scientific Aloe research community that is 
sustained well into the future.
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The main outputs of the project are the compilation of 
information and images into a web-based, user-friendly 
information base. The accessibility through the internet 
of this comprehensive electronic facility will be facilitated 
by JSTOR through the API project, and will be available 
at http://plants.jstor.org at the end of the project. Further 
outputs are: 
1) A checklist to the genus and also regional or country 

checklists.
2) Regional treatments of aloes. These usually contain iden-

tification keys, descriptions for the taxa, distinguishing 
characters, distribution maps, images, and additional 
information such as flowering time, habitat, common 
names, etc.

3) Probably the foremost output is an electronic interactive 
identification key to the entire genus, using Lucid soft-
ware. This will be published on the internet (most likely 
at http://www.lucidcentral.com) and could also be made 
available on CD or DVD.

ALOES OF THE WORLD WORKSHOP,  
19–22 NOVEMBER 2007

The project was initiated in 2007, when a workshop was 
conducted in Pretoria with ± 40 experts attending from all 
over the globe; a prerequisite for success has been broad in-
ternational support for the project. One of the main aims of 
the workshop was to determine scholarly needs in relation to 
ongoing research on aloes, and how this could be serviced 

Figure 2 – Illustrated Lucid character list: Leaf characters.

http://plants.jstor.org
http://www.lucidcentral.com
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Figure 3 – Illustrated Lucid character list: Flower characters.

through an internet-based facility. This workshop was the 
first event of its kind to deal exclusively with Aloe.

During this workshop several issues around the project 
was discussed. Major outputs from the workshop included:
1) Agreement on Aloe content the group wanted to have 

hosted by JSTOR.
2) Abbreviated and comprehensive description templates to 

be used in the descriptions of taxa.
3) Lucid character list to be used in the interactive key.
4) The workshop report (Smith et al. 2008a, 2008b).

Through a positive atmosphere the workshop succeeded 
in creating an information-generating network consisting of 
young experts as well as established scientists.

PROGRESS

General

Names, descriptions and additional information are held 
in an MS Access database, from where checklists, regional 
treatments and other combinations of the available informa-
tion can be extracted with ease. The Aloes of the World data-
base currently holds:
• A total of 1 292 plant names of which 626 are current.

• Descriptions for 436 taxa, or roughly 70% of the genus.
• A total of 1 199 literature references, including many pro-

tologues.
• Etymologies describing the origin and history of some 

880 aloe epithets (Figueiredo & Smith 2010).
• A total of 1  519 common names of aloes in 164 languages 

from around the world (Grace et al. 2011).
• Chromosome numbers of 137 taxa.
• Phenologies for 345 taxa.
• Habitat notes for 563 taxa.
• A total of 989 entries dealing with type specimens and 

associated data, e.g. collector and number, date when 
collected, locality, herbarium where deposited, barcode 
number, etc.

Checklists

Checklists for the following areas or countries are complete:
• The Succulent Karoo biome
• Namaqualand
• The Fynbos biome
• The Western Cape, Eastern Cape, Northern Cape, Free 

State and KwaZulu-Natal provinces of South Africa
• Angola (Klopper et al. 2010)
• Malawi
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• Zimbabwe
• Ethiopia (Sebsebe Demissew & Nordal 2010; Sebsebe 

Demissew et al. 2011)
• Madagascar and the Western Indian Ocean Islands (Klop-

per et al. 2013).

Regional treatments

• Regional treatments for the following areas are complete 
and most have already been published:

• The Succulent Karoo biome (Klopper & Smith 2008)
• Namaqualand (Klopper & Smith 2007)
• The Western Cape, Eastern Cape (Klopper & Smith 

2010), Northern Cape and Free State (Klopper et al. 
2009b) provinces of South Africa

• Angola (Klopper et al. 2009a)
• Malawi (Klopper et al. 2012)

Maps

Maps for around 138 taxa have been finalised, with several 
others in the process of completion. This is an area where 
the project will soon focus more intensely. For the southern 
African taxa, production of maps is not that problematic. 
However, for many other regions the absence of, or unavail-
ability of informative maps and gazetteers are complicating 
the process. It is here where the help of project collaborators, 
resident in or well-acquainted with the areas and/or taxa con-
cerned, will prove to be of the utmost importance.

Interactive identification key

The Lucid character list and glossary has been illustrated 
(figs 1–3). Coding of taxa in the interactive key is in pro-
gress. The 27 Angolan taxa were used as a pilot project to 
test the key. During this initial testing phase the key has 
proved very useful in readily identifying these taxa, using a 
minimum of characters.

Future prospects

The Aloes of the World project has succeeded in enabling 
growth of a network of experts, and in shaping a mutually 
beneficial, truly international, and effective collaboration 
that collates and shares information about the genus. This 
collaboration will hopefully continue well into the future, be-
yond the official project funding phase.

SUPPLEMENTARY DATA

Supplementary data are available in pdf at the Supplemen-
tary Data Site of publications from the National Botanic 
Garden of Belgium (http://www.nbgpublisher.be > SBB50 > 
folder 550): electronic appendix containing the three figures 
(illustrated Lucid character list) in colour plate.
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