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• Refugium

• Land bridges

• Introduced by Man

• Wind & birds

How did the flora get here? 



•Some of the early trees e.g. pioneer willows and birches of the 

post-glacial tundra, arrived as tiny seeds floating in the wind. 

•Birds e.g. pigeons and crows spread heavier seeds.

•High canopy woodland trees such as pine, elm and oak, crept 

north at a few metres a year, starting as far away as Spain. 

•Scots Pine arrived south-west 9,500 years ago, but Oak and Elm 

took several centuries longer. 

Recolonisation



Vascular plant flora: 

•France 4,500 spp.

•Britain 1,172 spp.

•Belgium 1,140 spp.

Species Diversity

•Ireland 815 spp.



375 Absent Plants from Ireland but in Britain? 

Examination…
•74 are confined to SE England: Dry hot summers
•38 avoid the mountainous NW: wetter, acidic soils
•45 are Highland species 
•32 are rare plants in Britain

Leaving: 186 species absent from Ireland. Why?



Ireland has 16 spp. NOT found in Britain but which

are found on Continental Europe or in North America:

•Mediterranean species: e.g. Strawberry Tree (Arbutus unedo), Kerry Lily (Simethis

planifolia) & St. Daboecs Heath west Ireland, France, Spain) -‘The Lusitanian Species’

•Atlantic species: e.g. St. Patrick's cabbage (Saxifraga spathularis)

•American species: e.g. Irish Lady’s Tresses (Spiranthes romanzoffiana)

•Alpines: e.g. Spring Sandwort (Minuartia recurva)



Lusitanian Species

Kerry Lily

http://www.irishwildflowers.ie/pages/445a.html
http://www.irishwildflowers.ie/pages/28a.html
http://www.irishwildflowers.ie/pages/310a.html
http://www.irishwildflowers.ie/pages/150a.html
http://www.irishwildflowers.ie/pages/530a.html
http://www.irishwildflowers.ie/pages/157a.html
http://www.irishwildflowers.ie/pages/535a.html
http://www.irishwildflowers.ie/pages-ferns/f-20a.html
http://www.irishwildflowers.ie/pages/307a.html


Ireland has a mild climate with high rainfall and 
relatively little frost and this influences the species of 
wildflowers growing here.



•Aquatic 
• Bog, Fen and Heath

• Coastal
• Limestone

• Urban
• Waterside
• Woodland

Habitats in Ireland



Flora of Bogs

What are bog conditions?

1. Very low in nutrients

2. Limited oxygen

3. Acidic soil

4. No flowing groundwater

Absorbing rainwater nutrients As the acidic soil of bogs have few nutrients, some 
bog mosses have adapted to absorbing nutrients 
from rainwater.

Air canals To help plants cope with the limited oxygen 
available in bogs, some have developed air canals 
in their underground stems e.g. bog cotton. This 
allows the plant to grow when it decomes 
saturated in bog water.

Absorbent leaves Some mosses have adapted to hold many times 
their weight in water in order to survive in very 
dry weather e.g. sphagnum moss.

Trapping insects Some bog plants trap and absorb insects as a way 
of getting the nutrients they need to grow e.g. 
sundews.

Hairy leaves To help prevent water loss in dry weather, some 
plants have tiny hairs on their leaves to help keep 
in the moisture e.g. the underside of the ling 
heather leaves are very hairy.



Round leaved Sundew Drosera rotundifolia

Evolved this carnivorous behaviour in response 
to their habitat, which is usually poor in nutrients 
or is so acidic that nutrient availability is severely 
decreased.

Common Bladderwort Utricularia vulgaris

Great butterwort Pinguicula grandiflora

Pitcher Plant Sarracenia purpurea



The underground stems of bog cotton have 
developed air canals to help the plant get enough 
oxygen to grow. They also supply air to the plant 
when it becomes saturated in bog water.

Sphagnum Mosses are very special plants as 
they possess the rare property of holding up to 
20 times their own weight of water in their 
pores and cells.

Sphagnum Moss



What are the seaside conditions?

1. Strong, howling winds

2. Full sunshine

3. Salty air

4. Very shallow, sandy soil

Deep root systems Deep roots help defend 
against being blown away by 
the strong winds.

Waxy leaves Many seaside plants have a 
waxy layer on their leavs that 
stops water from evaporating 
in the full sunshine.

Curling leaves When it gets very hot and 
sunny, some plants roll up 
their leaves to stop their 
water supply from 
evaporating.

Fleshy leaves The thick, fleshy leaves of 
seaside plants can store a lot 
of water and survive in very 
dry conditions.

Absorb salty water Many plants have adapted to 
absorbing the seawater that is 
very high in salt, which plants 
growing in other habitats 
would not be able to do.

Flora of Coast



Coastal

To help defend against being blown away by the wind, 
a lot of the seaside plants will have very deep root 
systems.

Can cope very well with the salty seaside conditions as 
well as drought. 

Sea Bindweed Calystegia soldanella

Sea Pink/Thrift Armeria maritima



Being able to absorb water from coastal soil and seawater 
that is very high in salt. Thick and fleshy leaves can also 
store a lot of water and can survive dry periods.

Coastal

Sea Aster Tripolium pannonicum

Common ragwort Senecio jacobaea ssp. dunensis



Woodland

To grow and flower, plants require light which is why many plants found in 
deciduous woodland flower early in the year, before the leaves open above 
them and reduce the amount of sunlight reaching the ground. 

Conifer plantations provide a very poor plant habitat as their evergreen 
leaves cast dense shade all year round, blocking the light needed for 
photosynthesis.



Plants are adapted to their habitats but they can 
be threatened by invasive species.



Native:
• Evolved in a particular region over a long period of time.
• Adapts to the climate, hydrology and geology of its region.
• Found in “communities”, meaning they have grown together with other 

plant species providing habitat for wildlife.
• Positive impact on the local environment and ecosystem.

Non- Native:
• Introduced to an environment in which they did not evolve.
• Introduced deliberately or by accident.

Native versus Non-native



Native vs Non–Native vs Invasive

Where is it from? How does it behave?

Native to Ireland Ireland - Historically 
occurred and evolved in 
Ireland

In balance with other species

Non-native to Ireland Away - Intentionally or 
accidentally introduced to 
Ireland

Does not disrupt natural ecosystem processes

Invasive to Ireland Away - Intentionally or 
accidentally introduced to 
Ireland

Displaces native species, negatively impacts ecology, economy, 
human health or way of life



Flora classified as Non-native species colonised Ireland via:

A. Purposeful Introductions: 
Food e.g. Apple trees, Damsons

Timber e.g. Beech trees

‘Beautification’ e.g. Rhododendron ponticum

B. Accidental Introductions:
Garden escapees e.g. Gunnera

Fish tanks e.g. various pondweeds

Non - native



Many non-native species now ‘naturalised’ and form 
integral part of some Irish habitats and landscape elements 
e.g. hedgerows

Montbretia (South Africa)

Fuchsia (South America)

Non – Native Plants



Evening primrose

Snowdrop

Poppy

Crocus



Beech Fagus sylvatica

Sycamore Acer pseudoplatanus

Non – Native Trees



Horse Chestnut Aesculus hippocastanum



Aquatic:
1. Brazilian Waterweed (Egeria densa)
2. An aquatic fern (Azolla filiculoides) 
3. Elodea Canadensis & E. nuttallii (Pondweeds)
4. Himalayan Balsam (Impatiens glandulifera) 
5. Curly water weed (Lagarosiphon major)
6. Parrot Feather (Myriophyllum aquaticum)
7. Fringed Water Lily (Nympoides peltata)
8. Floating Pennywort (Hydrocotyle ranunculoides) 

Invasive Species



Estuarine:
9. Spartina (Spartina anglica)

Terrestrial:
10. Hottentot Fig (Carpobrotus edulis) on Howth head
11. Japanese Knotweed (Fallopia japonica) 
12. Gunnera (Gunnera tinctoria)
13. Giant Hogweed (Heracleum mantegazzianum) 



Rhododendron



Japanese Knotweed





Plant Identification







Shapes and Patterns 





Toothed

Trifoliate/ternateLobed

Entire

Palmately lobed





TRUNCATE –base of leaf

Japanese Knotweed (Fallopia japonica)

CORDATE –base of leaf

Giant Knotweed (Fallopia sachalinensis)





Knowing which Family a plant belongs to can be useful.

For a start, it can help identify a new plant. If your 
unknown plant has the characteristics of a particular 
Family, then you can narrow the search to find its 
identity.



Which plant family?



Buttercup Family - Ranunculaceae

• Leaves are usually alternate and stalk 
less and may be simple

• Flowers usually have two to five free 
sepals and may be radially 
symmetrical or irregular

Lesser celandine

Buttercup

Wood Anemone





Mustard family - Brassicaceae

•Flower radially symmetric, with 4 sepals, 4 petals, 6 
stamens (2 short and 4 long)
•4 petals, typically arranged like either the letters "X" or 
"H"
•Alternate, exstipulate leaves

•
Hedge mustard

Cuckooflower





•5 petals in a distinctive pattern –1 
standard, 2 wings, 2 petals making up 
the keel
•Flowers irregular
•Fruit elongated pods
•Stipules usually leafy and 
obvious

Pea Family -Fabaceae

Bird’s foot trefoil 

Gorse





•Square stalks
•Opposite leaves
•No stipules
•4 stamens, 2 long and 2 short
•Smell

Mint or Deadnettle Family - Lamiaceae

Mint





Self Heal



•Flowers, small with 5 separate petals
•Flowers arranged in umbels, which 
themselves may be arranged in umbels
•Leaves alternate
•Generally with sheathing, inflated bases to 
the leaf-stalk

Umbellifer Family – Apiaceae





• Compound Leaf
• Pinnate leaflets
• Leaves arranged in opposite 

pairs
• Toothed leaflets

Ash - Fraxinus excelsior 



Tips on how to make a herbarium

Toothed

Trifoliate/ternate
Lobed

Palmately lobed

Entire

Daisy: Master Key
Herb Robert: Geranium family
Lesser Celendine: Buttercup family (Key to Yellow Buttercup)





Resources

Reading the Irish Landscape (Mitchell and Ryan)

A Catalogue of Alien Plants in Ireland (Reynolds)



Resources

The Wild Flower Key Francis Rose



https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7ox-uT4mVzU

How to make a Herbarium

https://www.rhs.org.uk/science/conservation-biodiversity/conserving-garden-
plants/rhs-herbarium/pressing-and-collecting-samples

https://theherbarium.wordpress.com/2010/09/10/how-to-make-a-herbarium/

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7ox-uT4mVzU
https://www.rhs.org.uk/science/conservation-biodiversity/conserving-garden-plants/rhs-herbarium/pressing-and-collecting-samples
https://theherbarium.wordpress.com/2010/09/10/how-to-make-a-herbarium/

