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Abstract: Micro-relief heterogeneity can lead to substantial variability in microclimate and 
hence niche opportunities on a small scale. We explored the relationship between plant 
species richness and small-scale heterogeneity of micro-relief on the subtropical island of 
La Palma, Canary Islands. Overall, we sampled 40 plots in laurel and pine forests at four 
altitudinal bands. Species richness was recorded separately for various growth forms (i.e., 
mosses, herbaceous and woody plants). Site conditions such as altitude, slope, aspect, and 
tree density were measured. Micro-relief heterogeneity was characterized by surface 
structure and a subsequently derived surface heterogeneity index. The effect of micro-relief 
heterogeneity on species richness was analysed by means of linear mixed effect models and 
variance partitioning. Effects of micro-relief heterogeneity on species richness varied 
considerably between growth forms. While moss richness was affected significantly by 
micro-relief heterogeneity, herbaceous and woody plants richness responded mainly to 
larger-scale site conditions such as aspect and tree density. Our results stress the 
importance of small-scale relief heterogeneity for the explanation of spatial patterns of 
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species richness. This poses new challenges as small-scale heterogeneity is largely 
underrepresented, e.g. with regard to its application in species distribution models. 

Keywords: biodiversity; habitat heterogeneity; micro-topography; topographic variability; 
northernness; species diversity; Bitterlich; altitudinal gradient; laurel forest; climate change 

 

1. Introduction  

Projections on future developments based on current species distribution models reveal substantial 
elevational shifts of occurrences of plant species under climate change [1,2]. This could drive many 
species—unable to reach climatically suitable habitats—to the brink of extinction [3]. However, these 
models do not include small-scale differences in relief-heterogeneity [4]. Scherrer and Körner [5] 
highlighted the role of thermal differences on the metre-scale in alpine ecosystems that even exceed 
the IPCC temperature projections for the end of this century [6]. A mosaic of microclimatic conditions 
could thus create refuges and stepping stones in a warmer climate within just a few metres distance 
from the previous location of a plant population [7]. This implies that according to the niche theory [8], 
more species should be found in heterogeneous environments compared to homogenous environments, 
because more spatial and ecological niches are available. A positive correlation has been found 
between topographic variability, site heterogeneity and species richness, e.g. [9–11]. Nevertheless in a 
recent review Lundholm [12] showed that the relationship between plant species richness and 
environmental heterogeneity is not that straightforward as even negative relationships have been 
reported. The relationship seems to be most pronounced in communities with medium productivity [13]. 
Relief heterogeneity is an important factor regulating soil moisture [14], microclimate [7] and plant 
available nutrients [15,16]. Also the intensity of stress (e.g. soil erosion or thickness of a poorly 
decomposable litter layer) is influenced by relief heterogeneity [17]. Habitats that incorporate a 
heterogeneous relief, provide a greater number of ecological niches and thus can be expected to host a 
highly diverse species composition [18]. This is confirmed at the micro- and meso-scale [12]. 
Competitive exclusion is reduced in heterogeneous environments as they provide more diverging 
abiotic conditions for growth or vary stronger in their disturbance frequency or magnitude [19,20].  
In addition, small-scale genetic differentiation in plants occurs commonly within micro-environmental 
heterogeneity, at small spatial scales [21]. As plants differ in their ability to respond to small-scale 
variability in abiotic conditions, it is assumed that mosses and herbaceous plants can profit more by 
micro-relief heterogeneity compared to trees and bushes [22].  

In ecological studies, especially when it comes to theory, relief heterogeneity is integrated  
with environmental and biotic heterogeneity. Terminology is often imprecise using “habitat 
heterogeneity” [23] or “complexity” [24,25] interchangeably. While this may be justified in theoretical 
concepts, more specific approaches are required in empirical studies. In addition, relief heterogeneity 
is mostly detected via rather general and simplistic variables such as elevation, slope or aspect [15].  

To date, studies that address the effect of relief heterogeneity on species richness focused on 
regional to landscape scales (i.e., with a grain often much larger than one km2, e.g. [26]), although 
Hofer et al. [10] demonstrated that small-scale topographic variability (25 m scale) can be one of the 
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major explanatory variables of species richness in gradient dominated landscapes and is predicted to 
become even more important in a prospective warmer climate [7]. Moreover, it has not been tested 
whether this relationship is modified by elevation. Studies that apply a fine spatial grain are missing, 
and the challenges and knowledge gaps especially at this scale are limiting the quality of climatic 
envelope approaches. Most likely this is due to the fact that at this scale spatial heterogeneity has to be 
measured and cannot be derived from existing geo-information such as topography.  

To investigate the linkage of micro-relief and species richness we conducted a vegetation survey on 
La Palma, Canary Islands. This island is well suited for this purpose as it offers a large plant species 
pool [27] as well as a wide altitudinal range [28]. We focused on forested areas, as these provide 
continuous natural vegetation along the altitudinal gradient. Non-forested ecosystems in contrast are 
restricted to the subalpine mountain peaks and the lower altitudes. 

The first hypothesis tested in this study is that small-scale micro-relief heterogeneity positively 
affects species richness. The supporting effect of micro-relief heterogeneity on species richness is 
expected to be stronger in higher altitudinal bands compared to lower ones as relief heterogeneity has 
been suggested to increase with altitude [10]. Additionally, in the increasingly harsh environments of 
high altitudes plants would profit more from the availability of micro-climatic refuges. Our second 
hypothesis refers to plant growth forms. Species richness of mosses and herbaceous plants are 
hypothesised to be influenced more strongly by small-scale micro-relief heterogeneity than the 
richness of woody species (see also [22]).  

2. Background and Methods  

2.1. Study Area 

The study site is located on the volcanic Island of La Palma, Canary Island archipelago, Spain 
(28°54'N; 17°50'W). La Palma comprises an area of approximately 700 km2 and rises from sea level to 
2423 m.a.s.l., thus, resulting in very steep slopes. The island is characterized by a strong NE-SW 
gradient in rainfall and water availability with a strongly contrasting altitudinal zonation mainly due to 
a thermic inversion and the topographic barrier effect of the mountains. Ascending humid air masses 
of the trade-winds (NE winds) frequently form a stratocumulus layer in altitudes ranging from 800 m 
up to the seasonally varying thermal inversion at 1,000 to 1,500 m [29,30]. This climatic setting supports 
a distinct vegetation zonation from semi-arid succulent shrub to evergreen laurel forests, pine forests 
and subalpine shrub vegetation [31].  

The two prevailing natural forest types incorporated in this study were laurel and pine forest. The 
former is limited to humid conditions with precipitation provided by the stratocumulus layer and 
extends from 500 to 1200 m. The laurel forest is concentrated on the NE-facing slopes. It comprises 
about 20 tree species, which form a dense canopy, leading to low light availability within the stand and 
a moderate understorey consisting of shrubs, herbs, ferns and moss species. Characteristic evergreen 
broadleaved woody species (nomenclature following [32]) are Apollonias barbujana (Cav.) Bornm., 
Laurus novocanariensis Rivas-Mart., Lousa, Prieto, Días, Costa and Aguiar, Ocotea foetens (Aiton.) 
Baill., Persea indica (L.) Spreng., Morella faya (Aiton) Wilbur, Viburnum rigidum Vent., Ilex 
canariensis Poir., Sonchus palmensis (Sch. Bip.) Boulos, and Hedera canariensis Willd.  
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The pine forest is dominated by one tree species; the Canary endemic Pinus canariensis Sweet ex 
Spreng. Although the forest structure is more open than the laurel forest and much light is available, 
the abundance of the understorey vegetation is low and a thick layer of needle litter covers the ground. 
Common understorey species are Cistus symphytifolius Lam., Pteridium aquilinum (L.) Kuhn in Kerst., 
Adenocarpus foliolosus (Aiton) DC., and A. viscosus ssp. spartioides (Willd.) Webb and Berthel. Pine 
forests occur between 1200 to 2100 m and are repeatedly subject to natural but also anthropogenic fires.  

2.2. Sampling Design 

The sampled sites were located on the northeastern slopes of La Palma. Sampling took place in 
April 2011. We sampled in four altitudinal bands (550, 750, 1,450, and 1,600 m.a.s.l.) allowing for an 
altitudinal range of +/− 50 m in each band depending on local accessibility. Within each altitudinal 
band 10 plots were sampled. 

For every altitudinal band a point of origin was fixed from which we walked in random directions 
determined by a random number generator. We stopped when all predefined suitability criteria were 
met in order to ensure the comparability between plots. Plots were considered suitable if slopes were 
shallower than 25°, had, a minimum distance of 5 m to tracks as well as 30 m between the plots.  

We used rectangular plots (5 × 8 m) oriented parallel to the slope. For each plot GPS coordinates, 
aspect, altitude, and slope of the two downhill facing sides of the plot (β in Figure 1) were recorded. 
We used the Bitterlich-stick method (0.5 cm angle; 50 cm stick), a measure of basal area (see e.g. [33]) 
to obtain an index of tree density. All plant species within the plot were recorded and classified to the 
basic growth forms: mosses, herbaceous (including herbs, grasses and ferns) and woody plants 
(including shrubs and trees).  

Figure 1. Within-plot sampling design: four transects of seven measurements each, resulting 
in 22 regular measurements (blue dots). Original sampling was performed from an 
imaginary plane 1.80 m above the plot and parallel to the slope. Values were corrected to 
equal those, which would have been obtained if they had been measured from a horizontal 
plane (green dots). Red dots emphasize the measurements of one transect. 
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2.3. Micro Relief Heterogeneity 

We aimed to develop a rapid and repeatable technique suitable for assessment of micro relief 
heterogeneity in the field. As the very dense understorey prevented application of the classical chain 
method [34] or theodolite measurements, the deviance of the relief from a plane surface was measured.  

For the measurement of deviance, the micro-relief elevations within the plot were measured along 
four transects parallel to the slope (see Figure 1). For each transect we spanned a scaled tape in 1.80 m 
height and measured the perpendicular distance to the surface using a yardstick at every metre. Transects 
were spaced in one metre distances in order to achieve a regular grid of four times seven measurements. 

The measured perpendicular distance values were corrected for the slope in order to ensure that 
directional effects of heterogeneity would not be lost due to the way of measuring only parallel to the 
slope. Therefore, the angles in the slope direction were used to calculate the required offset correction 
component (Equation 1). Since the angles could differ on the two sides of the plot they were both 
included with a weighting factor, which decreased linearly with distance of the measured point to the 
respective side of the plot, i.e., a weighted average:  

dwdwhh BBAAoldcorrected *)sin(**)sin(* ββ ++=  (1) 

with hold being the measured height, w being the weighting factors, β being the slope angle, d the 
distance of the transect from the origin and subscript A being the left side of the plot and B the right 
side, respectively. The weighting factors are wA = {1; 5/6; …; 0| for A à B} and vice versa for wB. 
The slope parallel angles were small, i.e., smaller than 6°, and hence neglected. The resulting corrected 
values correspond to hypothetical measurements from a horizontal plane (Figure 1). 

Based on artificially created test surfaces, e.g. very smooth surfaces vs. very rough surfaces, we 
developed the following set of heterogeneity indices: “Index 1” was calculated based on a moving 
window which encompassed four measurement points and was shifted across the relief data. For each 
window the standard deviation of the contained points was calculated. Subsequently, the standard 
deviations of all windows were averaged. For “Index 2” the standard deviation of each measurement 
transect was calculated and averaged across the four transects. “Index 3” was the elevational range 
between total minimum and total maximum of all measured points. Finally, “Index 4” was calculated 
as the sum of the Euclidean distances between successive pairs of measurement points within each 
transect, that were eventually summed over all transects.  

Initial testing of the four statistical indices of relief heterogeneity on a set of artificial test surfaces 
(Figure 2) revealed two suitable indices. Both “Index 1” based on moving window standard deviations 
and “Index 4” representing the total transect-wise surface length, achieved the desired property of 
increasing values with increasing degree of small-scale heterogeneity (Figure 3). “Index 2” and “Index 
3” were not sensitive to changes in small-scale heterogeneity and hence discarded. Since “Index 1” and 
“Index 4” were highly correlated (Pearson correlation coefficient = 0.97) all further analyses were 
restricted to using “Index 1” only. Statistical measures similar to “Index 1” to quantify topographic 
variability on various scales based on digital elevation models have been used and tested frequently 
before (e.g. [35–38]). Note that there is collinearity between small-scale heterogeneity and surface area 
that cannot be disentangled [39].  
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Figure 2. Artificial test surfaces, which were used to select sensitive indices of small-scale 
micro-relief heterogeneity: (a) perfectly smooth surface; (b) perfectly smooth surface with 
one step of 0.8  m; (c) mixture of perfectly smooth surface and two big humps (range 
0.8  m); (d) rough surface (range: 0.3  m); (e) even mixture of perfectly smooth and very 
rough surface (range 0.8  m); (f) very rough surface (range: 0.8  m).  

(a) 

 

(b) 

 
(c) 

 

(d) 

 
(e) 

 

(f) 

 

Figure 3. Performance of different indices of relief heterogeneity on the test-surfaces 
presented in Figure 2. “Index 1”: Mean four point moving window standard deviation. 
“Index 2”: Mean transect wise standard deviation. “Index 3”: range of all measured 
elevations. “Index 4”: transect wise length. 

 

As the values of aspect are circular (0–360°), we calculated the cosine of all aspects to retrieve the 
non-circular variable “northernness” (1 = North … 0 = East … −1 = South). Since all our plots were 
facing east we did not need to consider the corresponding “easternness”. 

2.4. Analysis 

In order to analyse the effect of small-scale heterogeneity we fitted linear mixed effect models for 
the response variables species number of mosses, herbaceous and woody plants and their sum, the total 
species richness, respectively. We applied the lme function from the nlme R package v.3.1-100 [40]. 
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Micro-relief heterogeneity, tree density and northernness were included as fixed factors, the altitudinal 
band as a random factor (Equation 2). For model fitting the restricted maximum log-likelihood was 
maximized. In order to test whether the vegetation type, namely laurel or pine forest, exhibited a 
significant confounding influence on our results, we fitted the same mixed effect models using the 
lmer function of the lme4 R package v.0.999375-42 [41], since the lme function does not allow for 
crossed random effects. Using AIC and χ2 test p-values of an ANOVA we then compared the models 
with altitudinal band as random factor with those constructed including both altitudinal band and 
vegetation type as random factors. Based on the same test criteria we conducted a stepwise forward 
model selection to test, which fixed and random factors resulted in the best model fit. The residuals 
were tested for normality using the Shapiro-Wilk’s test as well as qq-plots. Where residuals were not 
normally distributed, which was the case for herbaceous and woody plants, the response variable was 
log-transformed resulting in normal distribution of the residuals. In order to evaluate the importance of 
small-scale heterogeneity for species richness in the different altitudinal bands, we applied variance 
partitioning on all response variables by means of the function varpart in the vegan package  
v.1.17-10 [42]. We did so for each altitudinal band separately. The explanatory variables for the linear 
model were micro-relief heterogeneity, tree density and northernness. Furthermore, we calculated the 
variance partitioning over all altitudinal bands by combining northernness and altitudinal band into one 
explanatory group. We report the proportion of explained variance calculated as adjusted R2. For R2 
values close to zero the calculation of the adjusted R2 can occasionally result in negative values. 
Following Legendre [43] these are artefacts and are to be interpreted as zero explained variance. All 
data were analysed using R 2.13.0 [44]. 

3. Results  

The number of plant species per plot varied from 3 to 18. Species richness within the four 
altitudinal bands was highly variable. However, differences between these bands were only significant 
between the lower pine forest and the laurel forest bands with the latter having a higher species 
richness (Figure 4, Tukey HSD, p < 0.05). 

Figure 4. Cumulative mean species richness for mosses (dark grey), herbaceous (grey), 
and woody plants (light grey) per altitudinal band. Error bars refer to total species richness 
showing its standard deviation. Lower case letters indicate significant differences in total 
species richness (Tukey HSD, p < 0.05). 
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Among all collected parameters in the field study micro-relief heterogeneity, tree density and 
northernness were revealed as the best predictors in the linear mixed-effect model for total species 
richness. Total species richness was significantly affected by micro-relief heterogeneity, tree density 
and northernness (Table 1). However, the proportion of variance explained by micro-relief heterogeneity 
was relatively low (10%) compared to tree density (20%) and ‘altitudinal band and northernness’ 
(34%; combined to one variable) (Figure 5). 

Figure 5. Partitioning of the variation of total species richness between the explanatory 
variables tree density, a combined spatial variable based on northernness and altitudinal 
bands, and micro-relief heterogeneity. Overlapping bars indicate jointly explained  
variance [%]. Non-overlapping parts depict explained variance explained only by a  
single variable. 

 

Linear mixed-effect models revealed different responses of growth forms to the explanatory 
variables (Table 1). Species richness of mosses was positively influenced by micro-relief heterogeneity. 
In contrast, tree density and northernness were both non-significant (Table 1). Herbaceous species 
richness showed no significant relationship to micro-relief heterogeneity, unlike the significant 
determinants tree density (regression estimator: −0.064 ± 0.009, log-transformed) and northernness 
(regression estimator: 0.249 ± 0.072, log-transformed). The same applied to woody plants, which 
showed no significant response to micro-relief heterogeneity but significant responses to tree density 
(regression estimator: −0.023 ± 0.007, log-transformed) and northernness (regression estimator:  
0.111 ± 0.049, log-transformed). 

Table 1. Linear mixed-effects models of species richness (subdivided into mosses, 
herbaceous plants, woody plants and total species richness) and the corresponding 
environmental and spatial variables (micro-relief heterogeneity, tree density, northernness). 
The altitude was included as a random effect. Significant results (p < 0.05) are shown  
in bold. Df denotes the degrees of freedom. 

Explanatory variable 
Mosses Herbaceous plants Woody plants Total species richness 

p p p p 
Micro-relief heterogeneity 0.0001 0.0926 0.1901 0.0008 
Tree density 0.0900 <0.0001 0.0015 <0.0001 
Northernness 0.8997 0.0019 0.0162 0.0055 
Df  33 33 33 33 
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In all but one case, including the vegetation type as additional random factor, the model fit based on 
AIC values did not improve and none of them were significantly different from each other (χ2-test, 
mosses: p = 0.84; herbaceous plants: p = 1; woody plants: p = 0.13; total species richness: p = 1). The 
model AIC was smaller only in the case of woody plants if vegetation type was included as random 
factor as compared to the previous model. Moreover, the stepwise forward model selection confirmed 
all models with micro-relief heterogeneity, tree-density and northernness as fixed factors and 
altitudinal band as random factor as the best models based on AIC values, except for woody plants.  
For the latter, the best model included only tree-density and northernness as fixed factors but both 
altitudinal band and vegetation type as crossed random factors. 

The investigation of the relative importance of small-scale heterogeneity within the different 
altitudinal bands by variance partitioning, showed strong differences both within and between the growth 
forms (Figure 6). Within each altitudinal band the proportion of variance explained by micro-relief 
heterogeneity was highest for mosses (up to 66% at 550 m.a.s.l.). However, there was no clear pattern 
observable with respect to altitude when the whole gradient was analysed. Nevertheless, the two 
different forest types (laurel and pine forest) showed a tendency towards decreasing influence of 
habitat heterogeneity with increasing elevation. While overall explained variance by micro-relief 
heterogeneity was highest in the lowest altitudinal band, it decreased at 750 m.a.s.l., increased again at 
1,450 m.a.s.l. and dropped to 20% towards the highest altitude. In contrast, micro-relief heterogeneity 
did not explain the variation in species richness patterns for herbaceous and woody plants, respectively. 

Figure 6. Explained variation of species richness in percent (divided into mosses, 
herbaceous plants, woody plants and total species richness) by the explanatory variable 
micro-relief heterogeneity within the altitudinal bands.  
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4. Discussion  

Our aim was to identify general tendencies in the effect of micro-relief heterogeneity on plant 
species richness. The results show a significant influence of micro-relief heterogeneity on overall plant 
species richness, which is in accordance with other studies [14,45,46]. Yet, broken down into growth 
forms, we found significant relationships across altitudinal bands only for mosses. This partly confirms 
our hypothesis, where we expected micro-relief heterogeneity to influence species richness of mosses 
and herbaceous plants more strongly than in the case of woody plants. However, the hypothesis that 
the influence of micro-relief heterogeneity increases with altitude had to be rejected for all growth 
forms (Figure 6). This might be due to the fact that relief heterogeneity per se only explained a small 
part of the variance in total species richness (namely 10%) and could therefore easily have been 
overlaid by other factors and processes such as tree density, anthropogenic disturbances, propagule 
pressure or patch size.  

The chosen elevational gradient of more than 1,000 m covers a strong gradient in tree species 
composition. Commonly two main forest types (laurel and pine forest) are differentiated. However, 
inclusion of the forest type did not improve the models. Disentangling an effect of forest type and 
elevation is a non-trivial task as forest structure and tree species composition change along elevational 
gradients. Micro-relief heterogeneity could explain more than 60% of the variance in moss species 
richness. However, herbaceous and woody plants did not show any response in the linear mixed effect 
models. On the one hand this could be due to the unequal response of vegetation layers to 
environmental gradients [47], or on the other hand to the fact that plant growth forms differ in their 
ability to respond to fine-scale variation in abiotic heterogeneity [48].  

Total species richness increased significantly with increasing small-scale relief-heterogeneity  
(Table 1). Considering that only mosses responded significantly, the significant relationship of total 
species richness has to be interpreted as mainly driven by this group.  

The influence of heterogeneous micro-relief conditions on mosses was expected and also apparent 
during field sampling. However, such scale dependent responses have not yet been systematically 
proven. Surface depressions presumably provide more moist conditions as compared to flat surfaces. 
Rocks and boulders provide additional types of substrate. Species not occurring on soils may occur on 
the stony surfaces thus boosting species numbers. Additionally, in pine forests often only plots 
comprising heterogeneous micro-relief were not covered by thick pine needle litter. However, it was 
astonishing that there was no effect of northernness or tree density detectable on moss species richness, 
as mosses profit from moist conditions [49], which are more likely to be found under denser canopies 
or on north facing slopes under this climate.  

Tree density and northernness were found to serve as significant predictors for herbaceous and 
woody plants. In both cases species-poor plots were related to higher tree density, causing thick litter 
layers and shade, which might have prevented seedling establishment of other species. Northernness 
relates to aspect and in our case more precisely to the degree of potential irradiation: the lower the 
value for northernness, the higher the insolation, neglecting changes due to the diurnally changing 
influence of the trade-wind induced stratocumulus layer. In all cases the regression estimator for 
northernness was positive, which means that aspects with higher insolation host less species. This was 
especially unexpected for the herbaceous plants, as herbaceous richness generally profits from 
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increased insolation in forests [50]. However, in the pine forests, where precipitation is a limiting 
factor for plant growth [51], the increased species richness on north-facing slopes might be explained 
by increased soil moisture found on north-facing plots.  

In this study the scale of heterogeneity was chosen to be smaller than the spatial extent of individual 
woody plants, this scale may have been too fine for detection of relief effects on woody plants. As in a 
survey on the influence of spatial nutrient heterogeneity on species richness, Hutchings et al. [52] only 
found significant effects when the size of individual plants was smaller than the measured scale. As the 
scale of observation (i.e., 1 m) encompassed the actual size of the remaining growth forms and their 
presumed spatial range of influence, it can be assumed appropriate to detect the effect of relief 
heterogeneity on mosses and herbaceous plants.  

Whether the applied spatial resolution was sufficient, remains to be tested. Hofer et al. [10] labelled 
their 25 m2 plots “microsites”, which highlights the fact that even smaller resolutions are often not 
considered as being ecologically important. Our study emphasises that this assumption must be 
reconsidered. Heterogeneity is expected to act on different scales, especially when comparing growth 
forms as diverse as mosses and trees. Thus, we cannot conclude that heterogeneity per se does not 
affect plant richness of herbaceous or woody plants. This may depend on the grain and extent of 
studies [53]. For an investigation of such scale specific effects, studies with a nested plot design might 
be an appropriate approach.  

A further factor masking the effect of micro-relief heterogeneity on herbaceous and woody species 
richness could have been the geographical isolation of the island, which limits the potential number of 
species able to colonize our plots (sensu [54]) and thus modifies the often found relationship between 
heterogeneity and diversity (e.g. [12]). Kadmon and Allouche [55] showed that the theory of island 
biogeography alters the relationship predicted by the niche theory. 

We concentrated on forested ecosystems, where differences in micro-climate are expected to be 
small owing to limited insolation through dense canopies [56]. In open environments differences in 
micro-climate are likely to be more pronounced [5]. Nevertheless, the very fact that micro-climate 
does not mask other micro-relief induced factors such as the increase in surface availability per plot, 
the increase in substrate types or the small-scale variability in soil moisture, makes this analysis 
worthwhile. Moreover, as the growth form of mosses has shown, there is indeed an influence of  
micro-relief heterogeneity on species richness despite presumably moderate changes in microclimate.  

5. Conclusions  

In forest ecosystems of La Palma the species richness of various plant growth forms responds 
differently to surface structure. Only mosses respond directly to small-scale micro-relief heterogeneity, 
which increases the diversity of small-scale ecological niches independent of altitude. For small plants, 
such as mosses, bioclimatic envelope models might be based on too broad assumptions, even if  
local effects may by dampened on a larger scale [57]. However, for herbaceous and woody plants 
small-scale micro-relief heterogeneity does not contribute to an improved explanation of species 
richness patterns. For these species, general site conditions can be applied. Our results stress the fact 
that the role of relief heterogeneity has to be considered separately and specifically for different groups 
of organisms. There is no overarching relationship between relief heterogeneity and species richness 
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across scales and plant growth forms. However, the influence of heterogeneity on herb, shrub and tree 
richness may vary with spatial resolution (grain size). Modern technology such as laser scanners may 
facilitate area-wide data collection and provide an opportunity to test this hypothesis. As species 
distribution models are a common predictive tool used for decision-making in nature conservation and 
for facing threats caused by climate change, an improved knowledge of the underlying ecological 
principles is crucial. Current modelling results might be strongly biased for species groups with  
small-scale habitats.  
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