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The Possible Oceanic Dispersal of Seed
and Other Plant Parts to Surtsey
by
Sturla Fridriksson

University Research Institute
Reykjavik

Seed and other parts of vascular plants have been observed
among the debris constantly being washed ashore on Surtsey. These
plant parts are mostly of coastal species, nine of which have been
found growing on the smaller neighbouring islands. All parts that
could be identified are of species found growing on Heimaey as well
as the mainland of Iceland. The various plant parts are listed in
Table I. The records are based on the author’s findings as well as

those of Einarsson (1965).

Some of these plant fragments have been collected to test
their viability after their apparent immersion in salt water, (see

also Einarsson, this report).

A laboratory experiment with freshly collected seed immersed
in sea water for different length of time allows the suggestion that
seeds of some of these species could keep their germinating ability

after oceanic dispersal.

This experiment was performed in order to determine for how

long seeds of some Icelandic plants could survive in sea water,

Seeds from three coastal plants and three Arctic plants were
collected. The seeds were stored in covered glass flasks containing
sea water at 2°C. At regular time intervals 25 seeds were removed
from each flast, washed in fresh water and their germination
ability tested. (See Table I1I).

It should be noted that the seed of all the coastal species
had not fully entered dormancy when this experiment was started.
Their germination ability was therefore low during the first weeks

but increased gradually as time advanced.



60.

At the end of a four months’ period the effect of the salt
water exerted but minor changes on the viability of the seed. At
the end of an eight months’ period the viability of the seed began

to decrease and Cardaminopsis petrea had apparently completely lost

its germination ability.

In Table II the salinity of the sea water is recorded in the
last column. Salinity has increased slightly from the original 3.09%
due to evaporation. The deviation, however, does not exceed that of

the ocean surrounding Iceland.

‘ The experiments indicates that seeds of these species can
keep their viability immersed in sea water up to 224 days. This time
would allow them to be carried by currents great distances even from
one continent to another where they could germinate if conditions

allowed.
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